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Preface
Places we can no longer go was presented to me by the composer, John Mackey, after a
concert I attended at Arkansas State University in the fall of 2018. He explained the concept of
the work and how challenging the process of composing it had been for him. Mackey also
described how ready he was to share it with world. I also witnessed a loved one, my great
grandmother, battle dementia during my late teens. This piece strongly resonates with me due to
this experience.
Large portions of information have been gathered through interviews with John Mackey,
the composer, Lindsay Kesselman, soprano soloist, and Dr. Abby Jaques, creator of the text.
These interviews provided tremendous insight to all facets of the conception of this work, and
are provided in the index.
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Abstract

John Mackey’s Places we can no longer go
A discourse and analysis

John Mackey’s Places we can no longer go is a work of significant proportion, and has
been met with high praise and frequent performances by some of the nation’s highest ensembles.
The purposes of this dissertation are 1) To provide Historical information on the genesis
of the work through interviews with the composer, John Mackey, the creator of the text, Dr.
Abby Jaques, and the premiering vocalist, Lindsay Kesselman; 2) to provide an analysis of how
the piece functions and provide insight to the significant context of the piece.
The first chapter details biographical information that is important to the comprehension
of John Mackey’s Music. Chapter two provides information specific to the origin of Places we
can no longer go. Chapter three provides analytical information as well as programmatic
information to help provide a clear understanding of how the music and programmatic elements
combine within the work.
An appendix of information including interviews with the composer, John Mackey, the creator of
the text, Dr. Abby Jaques, and the premiering vocalist, Lindsay Kesselman are also provided.
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CHAPTER I:
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

John Mackey has spent his entire life surrounded by musicians. His mother was a flutist,
his father played trumpet in one of the west coast Navy bands, and his grandfather owned a
music store and played oboe, clarinet and flute. Given his access to music, he took an unordinary
path to his destination of being a composer. In the Everything Band Podcast with Mark Conner,
Mackey refers to how his parents tried to “make a musician” out of his sister. She began to take
piano lessons, and quickly began to dislike it. She would cry frequently, and his parents feared
they had destroyed her love of music. When Mackey began to gravitate toward playing the
piano, he would attempt to play his assignments, but would quickly grow upset because they
didn’t sound like the records of Chopin études the family owned. Fearing that their son would
also lose his love of music due to this frustration, his parents discouraged him from playing the
piano.1
Mackey’s formal training didn’t begin until 1991, when he enrolled at the Cleveland
Institute of Music. It is important to note that he had received no instrumental or vocal training
prior to this. In order to fully understand his path as well as his compositional style. On February
9, 2015, Mackey stated the following on his blog:
Whenever I do a Q&A with a band, inevitably somebody asks me: “What instrument do
you play?” When I answer, “none,” there’s skepticism, and then the logical follow-up
question, “how did you get into writing music if you never played an instrument?”
The answer is that I have always used a computer - from the time I was really young. My
Grandfather was an amateur musician who played clarinet, oboe, and flute in the
community orchestras - and in the Army years before that - and who, as a career, owned a
music store and repaired instruments. One afternoon, when I was about 11 years old, he
showed me how to write music using a music program on his Apple IIe - a program
1

(Conner, 2019)

1

called Music Construction Set. You’d grab the rhythmic values from the bottom of the
screen, drag them to the piano staff using a joystick (yes, a single-button, Atari 2600style joystick), and then press “FIRE” on the piano icon, and your music would play.2
Mackey details his grandfather’s quick teaching of composition with one quote. “The
only real rule in writing music is you have to have the right number of beats in a measure.”3
Later that year, his father purchased him a Commodore 64 for his twelfth birthday. While
describing his experience using Music Construction Set, Mackey also details his early
experiences writing original compositions:
It was surely awful, and none of that earliest stuff survives. The software was incredibly
limited...you couldn’t change sounds, tempo, or - worst of all -- time signatures! I’m still
trying to right that wrong with pieces like Wine-Dark Sea.”
Mostly, at that age, I didn’t write my own music – but I did write some. Here’s my
earliest piece. There was apparently something before this – I indicated this was “opus
2!” – but in my memory, this was really the first piece. (Maybe “opus 1” was everything I
wrote in my early pre-12 years?) I wrote this for my grandfather (intending him to play
the clarinet part). The movie “Amadeus” had just come out, and I was obsessed with it,
so I wrote a “Lacrimosa.” I seemed to think it was in Bb minor because the key signature
had 5 flats, but it’s in Eb dorian. Go easy on me – I was 12 (and no Mozart).4
Shortly after, Mackey’s father purchased him a computer for his birthday. He also
upgraded his software from Music Construction set to SidPlayer. SidPlayer enabled him to have
more control over voices simultaneously. Using this program, he was able to make changes to
pitch, rhythm, meter, tempo, and with some self-learned tricks, dynamics. Mackey said that in
order to create a crescendo he would “fake a crescendo by programming a slow attack value for a
note.” 5 To input this crescendo, he would have to repeat the painstakingly tedious task for not
only each voice in the work, but also each note within each voice affected.

2

John Mackey, www.ostimusic.com/blog/how-i-spent-my-teen-years/, accessed February 13, 2021

3

(Conner, 2019)

4

(Mackey, 2015)

2

I’d select a voice, slide the joystick up or down a piano staff until you got to the pitch I
wanted, move the joystick left or right to select the rhythm, then press FIRE and the note
would be entered. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. Imagine doing this for a three-part Bach
Fugue.6

It took Mackey an entire day to program the two-minute Fugue #7 using this technique.
I programmed all six Bach Brandenburg Concertos this way. That alone is about 90
minutes of music. It never sounded “good,” but it was an incredible way to learn about
music — voice leading, transposition (since I had to manually transpose the instruments –
and those Brandenburgs had some unusual horn and trumpet transpositions), and
arranging (since I had to reduce pieces to 3 maximum notes at once).7
This means that it took him approximately forty-five days of work to enter the entire
collection of Brandenburg Concertos. He also programmed other works such as Prokofiev’s
Peter and the Wolf, Barber’s Violin Concerto and Adagio for Strings, and even Mussorgsky’s
Pictures at an Exhibition. “It sounded awful, but it was fun, and without trying, I was learning a
lot about music.”8
Mackey also speaks about how SidPlayer impacted the rhythmic development of his
compositional style as well as his use of ostinatos. This use of ostinati came about due to a
compositional technique he developed due to the technical limitations of his software.
You’d edit one voice at a time - you couldn’t see the other voices while editing a voice.
That’s probably why I write so many ostinatos now (and why my publishing company is
Osti Music) - because it was easier to keep a repeated figure in my head while I wrote a
new layer on top of that layer (being unable to actually hear the first layer while writing
the second).9
5

Ibid.

6

Ibid.

7

Ibid.

8

Ibid.

9

Ibid.
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One of the more unique tricks Mackey used to get all he could out of this program
involved connecting two computers to one another. “I hooked the computers up to each of the
two stereo channels on my receiver, hit the space bar on both at the same time, and got SIX
GLORIOUS 8-BIT SOUNDS AT ONCE!”10 Thankfully, this process would not need to be
repeated for very long. Soon thereafter a second sound chip became available that would enable
a computer to perform all six voices at the same time.
It is important to note his time spent using these programs because it was the only
training he received before attending college. Mackey was able to glean an understanding for
functional harmonies through the deconstruction and reconstruction of the aforementioned
works. The tediousness of entry also provided ample time for him to synthesize these lessons in
real time.
Mackey’s love for composition is what drove him to pursue a degree in music. He only
applied for two universities: Otterbein College and the Cleveland Institute of Music. Mackey
chose to apply at these two institutions because neither required a performance audition.11
Mackey elected to attend the Cleveland Institute of Music to study with Donald Erb even though
Otterbein College offered him what he described as a, “sort of ridiculously generous package.”12
When considering which school to go to Mackey considered three criteria. First, Who teaches
there?
This is the most important thing. You want a great teacher (of course), but also one who
is connected to musicians and composers outside of your university. This doesn’t mean

10

Ibid.

Joacob Wallace, “John Mackey’s Concerto for Solprano Sax and Wind Ensemble (2007): analysis and
Conductor’s Guide to Performance.” (Dissertation, Athens, GA, 2009), 7
11

12

(Conner, 2019)
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picking a teacher who writes like you, or who writes like you want to write. My teacher
in undergrad, Donald Erb, wrote music that was completely unlike my music. His music
was angry, and I often describe it (lovingly) as the ugliest music I’ve ever heard. My
music sounded like a knock-off of Barber and Shostakovich with a little Brahms thrown
in for extra earnestness.13
Second, Will you get to hear your music played well? Mackey states the importance of having
other people perform your music as a composition major. He says,
Sure, I can’t play my own music, but even if I could, Donald Erb used to stress the
importance of not playing it. If you’re playing in your own piece, you’re not listening to
the piece the way an audience member would. You’re listening for ensemble, and
balance, and intonation, and all of the things a player would think about, but your concept
of pacing isn’t accurate. You’re feeling the length of rests differently than you’re feeling
the pacing of the parts where you play. You may not notate things as clearly as you
should, because hell, you know what you meant. You need to learn to notate music so
that other people can figure out what you mean when you aren’t there.14
It is important for composers to hone this skill through interactions with performers so that more
accurate performances can happen.

Last, will you be exposed to non-faculty composers? Mackey served as an usher for the
Cleveland Orchestra. This allowed him access to orchestra rehearsals, performances, and the
opportunity to meet composers who were attending the performances.15 This allowed him to ask
questions, attend rehearsals, and attend lectures by the composers. Mackey used this opportunity
at the Cleveland Symphony to meet composers such as John Adams and John Corigliano.
Corigliano attended a Cleveland Orchestra concert to hear his Clarinet Concerto be performed.
In his blog, John Mackey describes the process by which he became acquainted with Corigliano
and how he eventually became his student.

13

(Mackey, 2010)
Ibid.
15
Jonathan Sweet, “John Mackey’s Wine-Dark Sea: Symphony for Band. Discourse and analysis of John
Mackey’s Symphony for band. (Dissertation, Lexington, KY. 2019) 6
14
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I got to study with John Corigliano at Juilliard because I met him (and sort of stalked him
— well, not sort of. I stalked him.) when he was in Cleveland for a performance of his
Clarinet Concerto with the Cleveland Orchestra. I attended the Cleveland Orchestra
rehearsals of his piece, sitting right behind him, and then I sat in the front row at the
seminar at CIM when he came to speak later that day. I attended two of the three
performances that weekend, and two pre-concert lectures, the implication being, “I think
you are amazing, and I want to study with you.” He eventually asked me to send him
some music, and a few months later, he invited me to study with him for my master’s
degree. This wouldn’t have happened if I’d been at a school where they never have guest
composers.16
During his time at the Juilliard School Mackey was heavily involved in writing music for
dance chamber. He enrolled in a class called “Composers and Choreographers Workshop”. “It
was the best class I took through all my education.”17 The class involved the production of a
five- to six-minute piece with choreographed dance. Mackey describes the first performance, “It
was terrible. Not because of the choreography, but because I was so writer’s blocked my first
year at Juilliard.”18 He attributes this to a strong case of impostor’s syndrome. Impostor’s
syndrome is an internal struggle where a person does not perceive themselves to be as competent
as others perceive them to be. He had doubts of his ability due to being invited to be in the studio
instead of auditioning and being selected. He attributes his lack of production in his first year at
Juilliard to this. He repeated the course for credit and it went much better the second time due to
breaking out of his writer’s block. Right after graduating, Mackey became quite discouraged due
to the lack of opportunities to compose. He was contacted by Juilliard and asked to audit this
same course as a favor to the school to fill a need for composers. During this course, he
cultivated a friendship with a choreography student, Robert Battle. Battle was named as one of
the Masters of African American Choreography by the John F. Kennedy Center for Performing
16

(Mackey, 2010)

17

(Conner, 2019)

18

Ibid.
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Arts in 2005, and has received numerous other awards for professional excellence. He has
performed or choreographed for venues such as the Joyce Theater, the American Dance Festival,
the Dance Theater Workshop, and the Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival.19 It is from this friendship
that Mackey produced Strange Humors and Breakdown Tango.20
Mackey travelled to Minneapolis to become the Composer in Residence for the Greater
Twin Cities Youth Symphony in March of 2003. He decided to depart a few days in advance in
order to visit the College Band Directors National Association Convention (CBDNA) that was
also being held in Minneapolis. During the convention, Mackey heard works such as the
Lauridsen O Magnum Mysterium transcribed by H. Robert Reynolds for wind band. He received
a first hand experience of what high quality wind bands were capable of doing in terms of
technical capabilities, tone colors, and end expression. Up to this point, Mackey had not
composed any works for wind band. At the conference Mackey was introduced by Fran Richard,
Director of Concert Music for ASCAP, to several members of CBDNA. He suggested that the
members take time to look into Mackey’s music, get to know him, and also noted that he had not
written a work for wind band as of yet.21 During the convention Mackey passed out CDs of his
works to people, and Scott Stewart from Emory University contacted him shortly after to suggest
that Mackey transcribe one of his orchestral works, Redline Tango, for wind band.
I told him that was a terrible idea. It’s an orchestra piece and it’s in E with a lengthy
violin solo in the middle. You can’t put a violin solo in a band piece! He countered by
saying that it could be a soprano sax solo… I wasn’t convinced, but this was the best
advice ever. Once that was solved I transcribed it but I didn’t think anyone would ever
play it because it was too difficult. I was wrong. I had no idea that it would end up being
so popular. There was another piece on that CD that I thought would be a much better
choice as a band piece, “Kingfishers Catch Fire.”I’m glad I wrote “Redline Tango” first
19

Robert Battle's Biography (thehistorymakers.org)

20

Wallace, 8.

21

Eric Smedley, “John Mackey” A Composer’s Insight, Vol. 5, ed. Timothy Salzman, 144

7

to establish what I sound like, rather than “Kingfishers,” more of an exciting bright and
‘shiny’ piece. It is not a big enough departure from band literature. At least at the time,
“Redline Tango” sounded different from other pieces I had heard for band.22
Redline Tango would go on to be incredibly well received in the band community. It was
so well-received, in fact, that Mackey was awarded the Walter Beeler Memorial Composition
Prize in 2004 from the Ithaca College School of Music. This award was created to further
encourage the composition and performance of the highest quality wind band literature in honor
and memory of Ithaca College's renowned director of bands, Walter Beeler who was there for
over thirty years. In 2005, he also received the Ostwald award from the American Bandmaster’s
Association. This award is given biennially to the best piece written in the previous year, and
Mackey was the recipient in both 2005 and 2009.
Mackey would then have a high level of compositional output of the next several years.
This is due in large part to the fact that many of these works already existed for different
ensembles. In the next five years he released seventeen works for wind band, chamber winds,
and brass band: Sasparilla (2005), Strange Humors for band (2006), Turbine (2006), Kingfishers
Catch Fire (2007), Turning (2007), Clocking (2007), Saxophone Concerto (2007), Strange
Humors saxophone ensemble (2008), Undertow (2008), Sultana (2009), Asphalt Cocktail for Sax
ensemble (2009), Harvest: Concerto for Trombone (2009), Asphalt Cocktail for brass band
(2009), Asphalt Cocktail for wind band (2009), Aurora Awakes (2009), Xerxes (2010), and Hymn
to a Blue Hour (2010).23
Not only the immense output, but also the quality of the output, led him to quickly
become one of the most widely-performed composers in both the university and secondary levels

22

Ibid.

23

johnmackey.com/music
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of wind band. He also received the National Band Association/William D. Revelli Award in
2009 for his composition, Aurora Awakes. This award seeks to further the cause of quality
literature for bands in America. Mackey also followed up these compositions with both
Sheltering Sky and The Frozen Cathedral in 2012. In 2013, Mackey received a commission by
the University of Texas Butler School of Music to compose a symphony for band. This
symphony was to commission the 100th anniversary of the Butler School of Music and was to be
performed at the Texas Music Educators Association Convention in the spring of 2014, by the
University of Texas Wind Ensemble. This conference represents over 17,000 current and future
music educators. The commission requested approximately a 30-minute piece.
It is also important to note the importance of Dr. Abby Jaques, his spouse, to his
compositions. Mackey says the following about her contributions to his work,
I’ve written all of my music in collaboration with my wife, Abby. She titles nearly all of
my pieces, a process that usually involves my writing the music, then playing it for her,
after which she tells me what the piece is about. Without her help, “Aurora Awakes”
would be “Slow Music Then Fast Music #7 in E-flat.” Sometimes she’ll hear a piece
halfway through my writing process and tell me what the music evokes to her, and that
can take the piece in a different (and better) direction than I had originally intended. I’ve
learned that the earlier she is involved in the process, the better the piece turns out.24
Mackey says, “How could I put together a piece that large? Abby had an idea. Why not
write something programmatic, and let the story determine the structure? We had taken a similar
approach with “Harvest,” my trombone concerto about Dionysus, the Greek god of wine. Why
not return to the Greek myths for this symphony? And since this story needed to be big (epic,
even), I’d use the original, truly epic tale of Odysseus, as told thousands of years ago by Homer
in The Odyssey. The full Odyssey, it turned out, was too large, so Abby picked some of the
“greatest hits” from the epic poem. She wrote a truncated version of the story, and I attempted to

24

Ibid.

9

set her telling to music.”25 Wine-Dark Sea turned out to be Mackey’s only composition in 2014.
He posted on his blog that he had been on a “self-imposed sabbatical.”26 Mackey was once again
awarded the National Band Association/William D. Revelli Award for Wine-Dark Sea in 2015.
He is one of three composers to win the award more than once. Since then, there have been four
additional works that have strong ties to Wine Dark Sea. Mackey received a commission from
Patrick Marsh Middle School to write Lightning Field. This piece came during another period of
writer’s block for Mackey.
I sort of backed myself into a timing corner where I was like I don’t know what to do, but
I still have that tune from the last movement of Wine Dark Sea in my head. Can I
transform it into being playable by this level of band?27
Mackey also composed Songs from the End of the World in the same year. “The last song
of that cycle is the middle of Wine-Dark Sea but with text attached to it.”28 Two years later, he
composed This Cruel Moon. This piece came from the second movement of the symphony, and
the largest difference is the removal of the harp part. Lastly, in 2019, Mackey composed Until
the Scars, based on the first movement of his symphony. These four works speak to the
importance of Wine-Dark Sea to the breadth of compositions by Mackey. The three adaptations
also represent his first foray into middle school and high school band compositions.

25

Wine-Dark Sea : Symphony for Band | John Mackey

John Mackey, “New Stuff for 2014!.” (Website, www.ostimusic.com/blog/new-stuff-for-2014/) Accessed
February 27, 2021
26
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Mackey then moved to San Francisco, with spouse, Dr. Abby Jaques in September of
2020. When the country went into quarantine in March of 2019, due to Covid-19, Mackey
struggled greatly with the circumstances.
I can't imagine anyone didn't have a horrible time …I think if your job is your identity
This was a really hard time to just understand what to do with yourself. So, if you are a
you know a composer A conductor or a teacher Or a painter or anything you know where
it's not just just something you do during the day. And at the end of the day you know,
you just go do your other thing. This is, you know, you work in the arts. It’s what you
are. It’s who you are. It’s everything. And you know, I couldn’t do it as of last spring. Ya
know, I think my last trip was just over a year ago. And no one knew that it was just
going to completely stop, or more like it was just gonna stop for just a couple weeks and
then we’d be right back in it. And what I hadn’t really realized before was how much I
depend or at least at the time felt like I depend on performances just to be happy. Ya
know, that sounds kinda shallow I’m not sure. But, if you’re a composer, there are like
three legs to that stool, one is writing it, another one is having someone play, and another
is having an audience there to hear it. So just to write it and not have anyone hear it or
even know when it’s going to be performed, It’s like why would I write a piece, It’s like
making a painting and sticking it in a closet where no one will ever see it. Ya know I
need the full experience of being in a concert I need to be in rehearsal with the piece.
Umm I need to have that interaction. It’s really crucial to me. And at the concert I need to
be in a space that’s public with the music, and that makes it feel like it’s really worth
writing. And then, I feel like, alright, I’m a composer. So, when that goes away it feels
like, alright, I’m not a composer now. Like why am I even writing something if I don’t
even know when it’s ever going to get performed. And, ya know, just lost all drive to
create anything because I just didn’t know what the point was. And that made it feel like,
who am I then? Like what am I even doing with myself if that’s my thing and I’m a
composer, but I’m not that. Then I’m just some boring guy now with nothing interesting
to offer or ya know, Which is not a healthy way to be.29
Mackey explained that after some time dealing with the new normal, he was able to
connect with several composers and conductors to create a new initiative for wind band
composition.
So what eventually happened is I was really fortunate to be asked to be part of this, of
this consortium, or I don’t know what you wanna call it, but ya, creative repertoire
initiative that several conductors and a bunch of composers put together to try to create
adaptable and flexible instrumentation works, or ya know, versions of existing works so

29

John Mackey Interview. Interview by Jonathan Nash, March 5, 2021
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that, ya know, people with small ensembles could at least have something to play. And
once I was asked to that, partially it was what helped about it, was that I felt like I could
do something that was useful, umm, and so it felt like I was a composer again. But also, it
was just really nice to be on a zoom session with not quite a dozen of us, but we would,
ya know, chat on zoom once a week, or every other week. And it just felt great to be
connected to a community again. So, I wasn’t leaving the house, but at least I got to talk
to, like, my people.30
In my discussion with Mackey, he expanded upon some of his upcoming works. First, he
explained that he is about to begin composing a piece for saxophone ensemble to commemorate
the 100th anniversary of the Eastman School of Music. “That has already been postponed a year.
More than a year, I think it was supposed to have premiered ya know, last spring, or maybe last
fall. But anyway, I haven’t started it, so, and they know that. And they’re not expecting to play it
until maybe October of this year.”31 After completing that, Mackey is also planning to complete
a full band version of Let me be Frank With You.

30

Ibid

31

Ibid
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CHAPTER II:
Origins of Places we can no longer go
This chapter will discuss the consortium process with Gary Hill from its inception to the
premiere performance at CBDNA. It will also detail the actual story of the piece itself which is
built upon Mackey’s mother’s battle with dementia. Last, it will also discuss the text that is set
for the soprano soloist.
When discussing a composition, it is incredibly important to note the origin story of the
work itself. When considering Places we no longer go, it is of the utmost importance to know the
entire story behind the piece due to the incredibly personal nature of it.
Mackey detailed the early e-mail correspondence with Gary Hill in an interview I had
with him on March 5, 2021.
He contacted me on May 5th 2016, and said, “I’m not sure how best to reach you. I
previously texted and emailed to the Osti address.” And, I was just ignoring him
apparently. “I would like to bounce around an idea for an unusual commission with you
in the near future. Please let me know if there is a date and time we could talk for a few
minutes.” So ya… let’s see. Is this, Ok. So April 16, 2016. So, a month earlier or at least
a couple weeks earlier. “Good morning John, I’m in the SIlicon Valley working a festival
after enjoying/suffering Wine-Dark Sea withdrawal. The ensemble shared a powerful
rendering of your masterpiece Tuesday evening. As I’m sure most always happens, the
audience went nuts. Despite a few unexpected ‘accidents’ by otherwise perfect players it
was a memorable performance. For me, it was also a reminder that your music resonates
within me at a level beyond my conscious awareness. Immortal Thread so weak, manages
to invade my thoughts endlessly. Powerful little earworm. And all of this leads to
thoughts of a project. If you are open to it, I would love to discuss with you a long-term
idea. A commission that could encompass many facets of your life, an artistic vent.
Please let me know when your schedule would allow us to chat for a few minutes.” So
that was like the first thing and I was like, ugh, I guess I don’t know why I ignored it, but
I did32
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Mackey was initially vehemently against writing this piece.
I was like, ya know, I don't want to write that piece. Who wants to hear that piece? No
one wants to write that piece. No one wants to hear that piece. And uh … And how do
you even write a piece that’s about you know, literally your mother no longer you know,
losing her mental faculties? No one wants to write that.33
After resisting the idea for some time, Mackey spoke with his spouse, Dr. Abby Jaques,
and she eventually convinced him to compose the piece. “So she said, well you should write it. If
you don’t want to write it because you’re scared of writing it, that’s all the more reason to write
it.”34 Dr. Jaques described how the personal nature of the work would allow him to write a better
piece. Mackey describes this conversation saying she said to him,
Look at the middle movement of Wine-Dark Sea. That’s the best thing that you’ve done.
And that’s written trying to write from a personal place. When you write pieces like that,
they’re better. You know. A generic piece is not interesting or good, but a really personal
piece, that could be really special. So, I don’t know how long it took me to be convinced
but she was the one that convinced me we could do it somehow. And she was like, I’ll
help you.35
This speaks to the importance of the relationship between Jaques and Mackey.
Mackey describes multiple memories and events that led to the discovery of his mother’s
dementia in the program not for the piece. “When my mom - Elizabeth - was in her early 60s, my
sister, Lisa, and I started to see a change, mostly in her short term memory. It didn’t register for a
long time. She was an alcoholic her entire adult life, so it wasn’t unusual for her to forget things,
but this was different. She’d repeat the same question twice within 90 seconds. I wasn’t
understanding; I was annoyed. I wasn’t patient. I couldn’t get off the phone fast enough, irritated
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that she just wasn’t paying attention. I should have stayed on the phone. I didn’t know what was
coming.”36 This must have been absolutely heartbreaking for anyone to grapple with.
He tells multiple stories about how music brought her out of the awful shell that is
dementia in the program note for the piece. In april of 2016 Mackey posted this on Facebook,
My mom has been suffering from rapid-onset dementia, and has reached the point that
she can’t form a sentence that anybody but her can understand. Tonight, I saw her for the
first time in several months, and in the car on the way back home after dinner, I turned on
the radio. Within seconds, she said, ‘Oh - Scheherazade I’ve played this piece.’ And she
started humming along. It was Scheherezade, and she has played it - decades ago.37
Mackey also tells about how his mother would interact with music during the disease’s
progression. “That Scheherezade story is one of many. That was three years ago, but even last
summer, I found a tape of one of her choir concerts from the later 1980s, and I played it for her,
and although she couldn’t remotely form a sentence of conversation, she “sang” along with the
tape. She moved her lips to the words, and approximated the pitches on the recording - but
always a little behind the beat, and never quite on key. My name was gone, but that concert from
30 years ago was still in her mind.”38 Mackey chose to include excerpts within Places we can no
longer go from pieces she loved such as Debussy’s Syrinx, Afternoon of a Faun; Tchaikovsky’s
Second Piano Concerto; Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé. These short quotes start, but never finish due
to the nature of the constant struggle with memory. The snippets are frequently echoed both out
of time and out of key just as his mother would sing them. The work also utilizes a Soprano
soloist throughout. This voice represents what Mackey calls, “the literal voice of the afflicted,
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struggling to recall memories before they’re gone.”39 Perhaps one of the most unique decisions
in this work is Mackey’s choice to start the work in the present or future and proceed in reverse
to the past. Mackey details this decision,
I had already decided to write it backwards because Adam Schoenberg had suggested
that. I had had breakfast with him, at the CBDNA in, where was that, Kansas City, and
told him I was going to be writing this piece, but I didn’t know how to do it. Adam also
studied with Corigliano, so we had the same teacher, and his whole thing is, ya know,
structure. And he was like, why don’t you tell it backwards. And I was like, holy crap,
that is such a, that is brilliant. That makes it more pleasant to listen to. I just think it’s a
brilliant approach to it to make it, ya know, easier to write, well easier to write because
then it’s going towards hope rather than going towards loss as the piece goes on. But, by
doing that, what it actually makes the piece do is, it makes the loss more poignant
because you know what it’s actually about.40

The text for the piece was written by Dr. Abby Jaques and is in its original form. Mackey
provides the text to the poem in the program note.
I look for you in all the old places
a series of shabby apartments and a Mexican restaurant
that teal-slashed sweater from your yearbook photo
1992

gone now, land unmarks
I trace the trail of us in memory’s atlas
a dotted line crossing borders like in an old movie
big letters for your grandfather’s store, italicized
rivers of music
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garbled now, lost-making

I run the roads of us all uncharted
boundaries blur like the lenses in old movies
I see you smudge-soft in Christmas and
Siamese cats

clouds hide the end of the world

called a nurse by your name, saw your face on a stranger
out of place, out of places, I find you everywhere
the bright arrow that fixes the map of vanished things
You Are Here

and so here I am

Mackey explained his reaction to receiving the text.
She emailed me the text. She didn’t like, walk down the stairs and hand it to me. She like,
emailed it to me from the safety of upstairs … She sent me the text and I was like No, no,
I’m not doing that. That, that, you didn’t make this easier. You just made this harder.
Because this text is super personal. Like, these are all real things. Everything in this is
me. It’s not like, nothing just like, oh ya know, maybe there was just a Mexican
restaurant. No, Sancho’s Barrio Foods where I worked as a waiter for like 3 months until
it went out of business. And, my mother’s boyfriend at the time opened that restaurant
and so I worked there when I was like 15 at this Mexican restaurant. Anyways, so that
was the Mexican restaurant. And there really are like shabby apartments. I don’t know if
you’ve ever seen this, but there is a picture I’ve put on Facebook several times of the
apartment where I grew up, ya know, in Columbus, Ohio until we eventually moved out
of a ya know, like, a not good area. And I have a lot of memories of that apartment.41
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Mackey described that the yearbook photo of his “teal-slashed sweater” was posted on
Facebook.“ I know my yearbook photo, I graduated in 1991, but this says 1992. She was like,
well, 1992 sets better as text. So, that part’s a lie.”42 Mackey described the biggest reservation he
had with the text. He explained that the text “Siamese Cats” posed the largest obstacle for him.
First he believed it would be very difficult to set. Mackey believed it would sound terrible to
sing. The largest drawback to the phrase was how close to home it hit for him. He had been
around Siamese cats his entire life, and had a cat, Loki, who he posted about on social media
frequently. The personal nature of the text led to an argument between the couple over the text.
He recalled the fight,
We got in a big fight with at least one of us crying as I recall, with her being like, ‘this is
the text. This is real … this is going to be really powerful, because it’s so personal. And,
if I [Abby] write poetry that’s just like, I love you, I miss you, I can’t remember you
anymore, That is just generic and cliché, and you’ll write generic music. If I write
something that is specific to you, but still vague enough that people will be like, oh I had
a siamese cat, or, Oh I worked in a Mexican restaurant too or whatever. Then, you’ll
write a better piece.
I believe this piece is so painfully personal for him, and that’s a large part of the reason this work
is great. It is “real,” and born of true emotional pain.
He went on to describe how they pair had not spoken about this text at all. Jaques had
written the entirety of the text based solely off interactions the pair had throughout the course of
their relationship. Mackey noted,
What’s interesting is, all of this stuff, Abby is so incredible at listening and just absorbing
everything in a way that … there was not a single thing here that she sat down with me
and was like what do you want to talk about in the piece? Not a thing. These are all
memories that she knows that I have, meaning my mother would have had them too.
Only because over the course of our relationship we talked about this stuff at some point
in passing and she absorbed it and converted it into this poetry.43
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One of Mackey’s biggest concerns with this piece is how personal it can be. In my
interview with him he mentioned a story. He detailed the story of a conductor that was
premiering a piece that was written to commemorate his late father. This person elected to
display photographs of them with their father via projectors during the performance of the work.
Mackey believes that this sort of decision takes away from the universality of the piece. He said,
“now, it’s not about loss, now, it’s about that dude conducting... I was so scared of that
happening with this piece.”44 It is particularly important to take this into consideration when
performing the piece. It is imperative to draw upon the general themes of loss and love that
people can understand and even relate to from their own experiences. That human understanding
and reaction is what makes the piece so effective.
Writing the piece presented many challenges for Mackey. The personal nature of piece
presented the largest challenge. When trying to compose a work of this length, 23 minutes, it is
imperative to keep form in mind. Mackey explained advice he received from Jaques. She advised
him to focus on the structure of the piece before he tried to tackle any other aspect. She advised
him to think of the form as his “emotional armor”45 in order to protect himself from the
emotional challenges that would present themselves. Mackey would then be able to focus on the
compositional side of things because the armor would allow him to look at an incredibly
personal section and say, I have to write this piece because the form says I have to write it. He
then went on to describe an interaction that he had with composer Michael Colgrass. Mackey
described that they were both at the University of Michigan as Composers in Residence at the
same time. The ensemble was performing Mackey’s Red Line Tango. The ensemble was also
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performing Colgrass’s Winds of Nagual which was both the Barlow International Competition
winner as well as the recipient of the Sudler Prize for Composition. Mackey mentioned that
Colgrass spoke to students at the university, and in one of these talks he spoke about the
challenges of writing deeply personal works.
He talked one point about writing really personal works and how if he’s asked to write a
piece about ya know a death or he knows someone personally that has suffered a loss and
he’s going to write a piece about it. He talked about how careful you have to be as a
composer. To not just emote onto the page. You can't just go well that is sad, so here is
what sadness sounds like. That is not how you make a good piece. The way you make a
good piece is you have to use your technique. Your Technique has to come into it to
make it good. So, you can emote but first make sure you are using your skill that you
have learned, not just emoting on your sleeve/page. And that really stuck with me. That's
great advice don't be like here is sadness, but think about what is the shape of sadness
And how do you structure something to make that make sense.46
He used this advice, and applied it throughout the piece, particularly in the introduction.
It was complicated to figure out how to write that kind of music, and the beginning of
the piece, it’s just not fun to listen to, by design, but it just wasn’t fun to write. There’s
nothing pretty happening there, it’s sounds that gradually morph into other things. So that
was just like all technique to me. Maybe because I’m partially aware that hey, I’m
writing the end of my mother’s life at the beginning of the piece. So that was super a case
where, Abby’s advice of use that as your emotional armor, ya know, the structure and
the concept, rather than the sadness, then you can write it.47

During the compositional process, Mackey worked tirelessly each day for months. He
would skip between sections almost daily. Mackey began composing on June 2, 2018, and he
started by sketching the vocal line at letter W. While looking back through Finale files, Mackey
found the very first file titled “sketch vocal.” He described this early file saying, “That’s not in
the piece at all. I don’t even know what this sounds like, but it is not Places we can no longer go.
This is like bouncy and that’s so not. It’s just, it’s pretty it’s a modal minimalist thing.”48
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Throughout the compositional process, Mackey would bounce back and forth to different
sections. He didn’t start composing the introduction to the piece until a month after beginning the
project. The work also evolved throughout the process. One of these evolutions happened with
the text, “1992.” Mackey described this evolution saying, “Oh so here’s something. Yearbook
photo 1992. It eventually became 19-19-19-92 the idea being she can’t remember what year it
was. But initially it was just 19 and a pause and then 92.”49

Example 2.1: Places we can no longer go. Soprano mm.228-23350

Leading up to the premiere of the piece, the rehearsal process had some unique
challenges. First, the process would involve the ensemble and soloist being on opposite sides of
the country. The Arizona State University Wind Orchestra employed the use of a super low
latency software program to allow the vocal soloist, Lindsay Kesselman, to rehearse with them in
real time. Kesselman said the following about the rehearsal process,
Well, you know that was actually a luxury. I mean so often in the world of premiering
new pieces you just show up and you have a rehearsal and maybe two if you're lucky.
And then, you bring it to life. And so, it was actually wonderful to use that system to
rehearse in advance and just give ourselves that time as part of the collaboration to dip a
toe in the water. I had sung with that program before and sung with many of the students
before. And so, that was helpful and I had sung with Gary before and so I knew him well
and that was wonderful too. But it was great to be able to do that midway through the
learning process as opposed to just cramming it all in that week of CBDNA, which is
such an intense time for everyone.51
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The added rehearsal time allowed for the piece to develop in other ways. This normally would
not be the case due to the immense pressure on the group to perform at a high level. A major
development that came out of the rehearsal process was the usage of stage directions for the
soloist. Kesselman described the development of this in an interview from March 8, 2021,
The piece changed pretty dramatically too because we added staging and we decided I
was gonna start out in the hall, and we decided I was going to leave the stage for a while
and then come back and we really made it into a performance and into a production and
into a journey for the character. Because it just, sometimes you don't know until you until
you put it together with all the live humans in one room how it's gonna feel, and it was so
clear the emotional journey of this character and especially, starting with the text
fragments at the beginning and then transitioning to real words we needed to make it
really clear for the audience. That, now these are real words and you should be paying
attention and you should be trying to understand where before it was just the character
really struggling to communicate and be understood and Kevin Noe, Director of
Orchestral Studies at University of Missouri - Kansas City. was instrumental in
designing that staging as well. It was really really valuable. He just happened to be there
and it was nice that he was able to look at it and say, Yep. This is how, you know, we
need to work this, this situation to just make it really really clear for the audience what's
happening. And then of course it just, it's so great when you do something like that it's
CBDNA everyone's like, Oh, this is just how the piece is done, right? the staging is part
of it every time and it should be, it adds a lot, I think.52

She went on to explain that the stage directions are not written out, but do depend on many
different things. Kesselman said that they decided to leave the amplification off for the first
section she sings for a few reasons. First, the soloist is in the upper register. This means that they
will be heard regardless of amplification especially due to the being in the middle of the hall. The
hall layout and size also drastically impact where the soloist can go and also the physical path
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that they have to take. The directions should be, “distinctive to each place that it [the piece]
goes.”53
The premiere of the piece was preceded by Charles Ives’s The Unanswered Question.
The concert also featured the premier of Steven Bryant’s Automatic Earth. These three pieces,
Automatic Earth, The Unanswered Question, and Places we can no longer go were performed
attacha on the concert. Mackey chose the key of the opening to Places we can no longer go
based on the last chord in the Ives, G major. Mackey chose to begin his with the soprano singing
F#. He hoped this would help distinguish the end of the Ives from the beginning of his work.
Mackey described this transition, “So if you listen to the Ives and you go straight into my piece it
should be a cool like, BLUGHH, and that’s why I designed it that way.”54 The distinction
between the two pieces through the transition was not as clear as he thought it would be. Mackey
described his reactions from the premiere in the interview,
I don’t remember when … Gary Hill told me that he was going to put the Ives
Unanswered Question before it, like right before it. That ended up, in hindsight, the
program, the way it was put together, is brilliant as a program but to do it without a
pause. I don’t know if you were at that premiere, ya know, that was not helpful to the
success of any of the new pieces. Because I thought that everybody in the audience, at
least from CBDNA was going to know the Ives. I thought ya know, if you’re a band
director, you know The Unanswered Question, but a lot do not know The Unanswered
Question. So, I assumed that they would hear that and be like, oh this isn’t Steve Bryant’s
piece anymore, this is Ives. And, they know how the Ives ends, and then my piece starts,
and they go well that was the end of the Ives so, here’s John’s piece. But, it didn’t work
that way. People ended up thinking, the whole half of the program was all Steve’s piece.
And then they were like, why is there a soprano singing now, what’s going on, what, is
this the Ives, like what’s going on? And so there was a lot of confusion going on and I
just think that was not helpful to the success of all the pieces.55
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CHAPTER III
Places we can no longer go
Analysis and Performance Suggestions
Chapter III will provide a formal analysis of the composition. Harmonic movement, key
figures, and performance suggestions will also be included. The work is divided into 14 sections.
Section 1: mm 1-44
Section 2: mm. 45-75
Section 3: mm. 75-88
Section 4: mm. 89-116
Section 5: mm. 117-153*
Section 6: mm. 154-171**
Section 7: mm. 172-249
Section 8: mm. 250- 284
Section 9: mm. 285-319*
Section 10: mm. 320-337**
Section 11: mm. 338-353
Section 12: mm. 354- 405
Section 13: mm. 406-423
Section 14: mm. 424-end
*denotes parallel sections
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Section 1
mm. 1-44
Places we can no longer go begins with the soprano soloist. The section features the
soloist struggling to make words and is marked using IPA phonetics. It is recommended that the
opening section be performed both unamplified and in the seating area of the concert hall. Both
the range of the soprano, as well as the text, allow for the unamplified performance of this
section. It is not nearly as important for the soprano to be understood here because the character
is struggling to formulate complete words. Having the soloist in the seating area also allows the
audience to connect with the character on a much more personal level.

Example:3.1: Places we can no longer go, mm. 1-4 Soprano56

During the opening section of the piece, it is important to note several things; first,
Mackey has painted a soundscape. This soundscape is one of a person who has passed and is
approaching a bright light. The triangle along with the other percussion punctuate that arrival of
the light. As the antiphonal triangles continue to play, they are intended to create an atmospheric
presence of “twinkling stars.”57 The soloist is also accompanied by antiphonal clarinets that echo
her as well as muted trumpets. The two trumpet parts are both asked to perform with harmon
mute, however, one is with stem and the other without. The trumpet players are also asked to use
an extended technique, tongue-stopping, during this section. In example 3.2, Mackey notates this
release with a staccato above the note that is released. The soundscape is further colored by the
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timbral changes throughout. Mackey uses dynamic contrast written into the different voices to
weave them in and out of each other. This can be observed in example 3.3. Every entrance
crescendos and takes over from the previous entrance. The dynamic markings should be
observed with utmost attention by each player. These markings are exceptionally specific with
the peak of each crescendo being notated for each part.

Example 3.2 Places we can no longer go. Trumpet 1 and 2 mm. 8-958

Example 3.3 Places we can no longer go. Timbral difference created with dynamic contrast. mm.
17-2259
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Mackey also chose to use several orchestral excerpts within this piece. The first
occurrence is at m. 20 in the Flute 1 part. He layers Debussy’s Syrinx over the timbral shifts
happening beneath it. He described the inspiration for this section.
Somebody made this website where you’d put in any little YouTube thing, and at the
same time it would play Lontano. So, it would play Lontano in unison with whatever this
other video was. And what it does is make anything creepy as all hell. Because, it starts
with just a single note, and just very slowly gets clusterier and clusterier and a little bit
louder over time and it is just scary as hell. So, what I did is, I played Syrinx in one side
and Lontano against it, and I was like, Oh my god, that is terrifying. How do I do that, but
I wrote it? So all the clustery stuff, the idea for it came from Ligeti’s Lontano.60

Example 3.4 Places we can no longer go. Syrinx introduced. Flute mm. 16-22.61
Syrinx is performed in multiple voices, and is offset to create a feeling of uneasiness in time.
Mackey changes time signatures a total of eleven times in this section, which further impacts the
feeling of time. These small fragments are also altered in pitch. Each instance of the excerpt
begins on a different starting pitch than the previous iteration: Bb, A, C#, Bb, B, A, and B.
Mackey said that his mother would sing along, “but always a little behind the beat, and never
quite on key.”62 The first true moment of harmonic progression is in mm. 44-45. The cadential
point in mm. 44-45 provides a unique harmonic moment. It moves from a Bb half-diminished
7th chord to a Bb 7. When asked about this unique resolution, Mackey replied, “That is, note-fornote, well not note-for-note exactly … Debussy’s Afternoon of a Faun … I realized, if you have
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Syrinx you can resolve it to, Afternoon of a Faun, and the idea there is that my mother … keeps
trying to remember how it goes.”63
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Example 3.5 Places we can no longer go. mm. 42-48
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Lastly, from a percussion standpoint, the first section of this piece is built solely around
metallic instruments. Mackey uses Vibraphone with medium slow motor, glockenspiel, crotales,
multiple triangles as well as harp and piano. A particular point of note for the harpist is that the
tuning for the harp is built around the same tuning that Ravel used for Afternoon of a Faun.
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Section 2
mm. 45-74

The beginning of the 2nd section of the work is punctuated with the harmonic arrival to
Bb. This harmonic release allows the listener some time to reflect on the first section before it
begins to become harmonically cloudy once again. There are several marked differences in this
section that distinguish it from the previous. First, time becomes much more consistent. The
main reason this happens is due to the lack of changes in time signature. There is only one
change in this section as opposed to eleven in the previous. Another unique technique he uses
occurs in mm. 63-64. This can be observed in example 3.6 in the Clarinet, Saxophone, and Horn
parts.
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Example 3.6 clarinet, mm. 63-64
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Example 3.7 Alto Sax, mm. 63-64
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Example 3.8 Horn in F mm. 63-64

This compositional technique creates a rhythmic cascading effect. The instrumentalists should
seek to perform this as accurately as possible to achieve the desired effect.
Second, new material arrives. Mackey quotes excerpts from both Tchaikovsky’s Piano
Concerto no. 2 in G major as well as Ravel's Daphnis et Chloé.
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Example 3.9 Daphnis et Chloé. Flute mm. 51-52
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These excerpts are used in very similar fashions to Syrinx. Mackey seamlessly weaves,
particularly the Tchaikovsky, into the Soprano Soloist that is frequently echoed by the
instrumentalists.
Mackey continues the use of extended harmonies through this section with added 4ths
again. He also keeps this section in the area of Bb. This is highlighted in m. 45 as well as m. 66
with Bb chords. Both instances contain extended harmonies including an added b7 in m. 45 and
an added 4th in m. 66. Along with this Mackey also embraces the use of half-step dissonance.
This happens several times throughout this section. The horns frequently have minor 2nd
dissonance. Measure 57 provides a great example of this. Horns 1 and 2 are playing an A and F#
against Horns 3 and 4 playing a G# and E. This rub between the G# and A as well as the major
2nd between the E and F# serves to color the section.
The most notable occurrence for the percussion in this section is the notation for Bass
drum and Tam-Tam. Both instruments are instructed to perform using a superball mallet. The
performer is asked to “rub with superball mallet, resulting in a low continuous groan.”70 Another
important occurrence happens at m. 57 with the introduction of the marimba. This is the first
wooden mallet percussion instrument introduced in the work. This timbral shift also marks a
change in the mood of the work.
The closing of this section harkens back to the opening of the piece, however the tonal
center shifts to Eb.. Antiphonal triangles return with vibraphone and harp. The vibraphone and
harp present more rhythmic dissonance to disguise time. This is especially important to note due
to the metric change in m. 75. M. 74 also presents V - I motion with a C dominant 7 moving to F
in m. 75. The cadence marks the beginning of the next section.
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Section 3
mm. 75-88
The third section of the work begins at m 75. This segment, while brief, has distinct
components. First, it is the beginning point of sustained, functional harmonic progression in the
piece. There have been other very brief glimpses but this section brings harmony into the picture
to focus on as a major part of the composition. Second, Mackey vastly expands the dynamic
range of the piece. Third, this is the first appearance of tempo alterations in the work.
The harmonic structure of this section can be divided into three phrases of seven
measures, three measures, and four measures. The harmonic rhythm of the first phrase is one
chord per measure. In this section, Mackey uses a descending bass line to drive the harmonic
progression. The progression is: F, C6, D min, Bb min 6, F 6/4, Bb and then arrives on A in m.
81. The bass line descends F, E, D, Db, C, Bb, A. This section is also highlighted by the use of
the Daphnis et Chloéexcerpt in the upper woodwinds. The next three measures, mm. 82-84 are
the pinnacle of this section of the work. Melodically, Mackey uses a small segment of Syrinx in
the upper woodwinds in m. 81. This idea flows seamlessly into the initial run from Daphnis et
Chloé excerpt. He uses the excerpt from Daphnis et Chloéto set up a delayed arrival point for the
low voices on beat two of m. 82. This can be observed in example 3.11.
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Example 3.11, Places we can no longer go. piccolo, flute 1-2, flute 3-4, oboe, bassoon, and
contrabassoon mm.81-82
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Measure 82 also provides some interesting harmonic material. The resolution from mm. 81-82
moves from A major to Db via third relation as well as common tone. This movement is also
aided by the descending chromatic line in the trombones as well as the excerpt from Syrinx with
its descending motion. This arrival is made exceptionally dissonant with the entrance of the low
voices. Mackey layered an open fifth between A and E. Also included are the pitches D#, F, G,
and Ab. The following measure is very similar, except the low voice entrance is delayed an
additional beat, to beat three. Harmonically, the Ab rises to A. This serves to create rising
energy. The next measure, m. 84, moves to an Ab 4-3 suspension that resolves in m. 85 to Ab
minor. Mackey also chooses to involve several extended techniques in these two measures.
Notably, horns with bells up as well as a glissando in Trombones 1, 2, and 4. The glissando can
be seen in example 3.12. Trombones 3-4 serve to create half-step dissonance between G/D and
Ab/Eb. The glissando adds to this dissonance before the tension is released with the arrival at m.
85.
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Example 3.12, Places we can no longer go. Trombone Glissando mm.84-85
The final phrase of this section contains repeated figures that move from Ab min to an Ab min
with an added 9th and 11th.
The second key part to this section is the added dynamic contrast. Contrary to previous
sections of the work, dynamics are much more ensemble-related here. Mackey uses more unison
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dynamic direction rather than the part specific dynamic direction earlier in the piece. Mackey
also uses this section to push the ensemble from piano all the way to fortissimo before
decrescendoing back to piano. The emotional effect of the section is also enhanced by the use of
tempo changes. In this section, there are five different tempo change markings. Mackey is very
specific with these markings. He provides exact landing points for each tempo change. These
should be taken literally due to their specificity. These changes cause both the dynamic contrast
and harmonic nuances to be more impactful. This section also allows for the vocalist to move to
a new spot in the hall due to the focus that is brought to the ensemble.
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Section 4
mm. 89-116

Section 4 of Places we can no longer go is noticeably different from previous materials.
The first noticeable difference is the oscillating 4/4 and ⅞ time signatures. The desired effect is
to create the illusion of a ritardando on the third macro-beat of the ⅞ measures. Mackey uses a
duple against triple with dotted eighths. This can be observed in example 3.13. With the already
slow tempo, Quarter note = 44, this creates a very strong pull back.
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Example 3.13 Places we can no longer go. Dotted Eighths in ⅞ measure mm. 91-92

Harmonically, this section is in Ab minor. The Ab center is further accentuated with the
Ab drone in bass clarinet, contrabass clarinet, tuba, double bass, piano, and harp. Descending
thirds can be seen in example 3.13. This figure is repeated throughout the section and adds a new
voice to this line every four measures. First, the horns add and then the Soprano Saxophone as
well as the Alto Saxophone. The Soprano and Alto Saxophone parts are delayed by an eighth
note, and additional pitches are added in the Alto Sax part. This can be seen in example 3.14.
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Example 3.14 Places we can no longer go. Soprano and Alto Sax mm. 97-100

Mackey breaks the metric pattern in m. 104 by going to ¾. This also lines up with an
enormous build to m. 108. Mackey utilizes sound effects in the Trombones. He asks the
trombones to do a 2-count glissando to 7th position in m. 106. Along with this, he also utilizes
extreme crescendi in the clarinet, trumpet, and horn parts. These instruments crescendo from pp
to an sffz release in only two and a half beats. He also utilizes the previously mentioned notation
for tongue stopping. The section peaks at m. 108 with a modulation up a half-step to A minor.
Mackey gets there by utilizing half-step dissonance in mm 107. He enharmonically writes Ab
and Eb to G# and D#. The pitches A, Bb, D, and E are also present. Mackey has surrounded both
sides of A with G# and Bb and has also created dissonance between D, D#, and E. This creates a
stronger resolution when the tension is released to resolve to A minor.
Measures 108-116 provide a steady de-escalation. Mackey continues very much in the
same fashion as the beginning of the section, but also adds triplets in the woodwinds. This serves
to further unravel time. By unravelling time, Mackey sets up less usage of rhythmic motion in
the following section.
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Section 5:
mm. 117-153

The fifth section of the piece highlights Mackey’s use of bitonality. mm. 117-124
function in A and Eb. Both keys are outlined in open fifths in the percussion until m. 125. Here,
Mackey retains the bitonality, but changes it to Eb over Fb. This is yet another example of halfsteps offset by an octave. Mackey also quotes one of his earliest compositions, Elegy and
Fantasie, in this section. The similarities can be seen in the Trombone and Euphonium parts in
example 3.15 and 3.15.
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Example 3.15 Elegy and Fantasie mm. 11-12
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Example 3.16 Places we can no longer go. Low Brass quote from Elegy and Fantasie
mm. 134-137

Mackey uses this source material predominately for the next sixteen measures. During this,
Mackey revoices the Eb/Bb open fifth into different inversions. He also maintains the open fifth
between Fb and Cb to maintain bitonality. From a performer’s standpoint, Mackey does an
excellent job of making his writing friendly to the performer by spelling notes enharmonically.
Mackey also spoke about mm. 146-153. He described the transition saying, “Like there’s
quarter note to 114, quarter note to 108, quarter note 114, quarter note 105, quarter note 90,
quarter note 74, quarter note 67 … that’s how big I want the allargando. Like I want it 90, 64,
67, and then 104 and then we go to the original tempo. So I’m super super particular.”77 This
allargando is made further effective by two things. First, Mackey elects to remove Tuba, Double
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Bass, and ContraBassoon from the writing to allow for a more impactful moment at m. 154.
Second, he shifts the Fb and Cb to D and A. This works with the continued open fifth of Eb and
Bb to create half-step dissonance for both pitches.
Lastly, this section provides another movement opportunity for the vocalist. The
upcoming text means that the soloist should move back to the wing of the stage to be ready to
enter in the next section of the piece.
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Section 6
mm. 154- 171

This is the last section before the vocalist’s speech facilities return. The segment has a
tonal center of G minor. Mackey gets there via third relation from Eb in the previous section.
Mackey continues the technique of revoicing chords in different inversions during this section.
This can be seen in the Piccolo and Flute parts in example 3.17.
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Example 3.17 Places we can no longer go. Piccolo and Flutes mm. 158-161

The harmonic structure repeats twice for a total of three four-measure phrases before a brief
transition into the next section. From a pacing standpoint, it is important to note that even though
this section is marked fortissimo, it is not the climax of the piece. The volume dissipates almost
immediately, and is at mezzo piano with vastly reduced scoring by m. 165. Here, Mackey uses
Alto Flute to bring a new color to the sound palette. The a tempo in m. 160, Quarter note equals
140, allows for a seamless transition into halftime at m. 172.
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Section 7
mm. 172- 249

Places we can no longer go continues with a stark difference in scoring. There are far
fewer instrumentalists playing during this section. This sparse scoring helps create a much more
intimate mood for the piece. This is further enhanced by the change in use of extended
harmonies. While the bitonality still exists between F and E, Mackey begins to use more Major
2nds instead of minor seconds. This consonance is also a contributing factor in the mood change.
The excerpt from Daphnis et Chloé in mm. 206-207 and again in m. 222.
Mackey uses meter changes frequently during this section. It is important to make sure
that that conductor follows the agogic pulse, the natural rhythm, and doesn’t stray from tempo
indications. This is especially important moving into the 4/4 at m. 188. The conductor and soloist
should use the ostinato in the Flutes and Mallet Percussion to bridge the transition.
The use of Vibraphone and Marimba is a specific timbral choice made by Mackey. It is
necessary to have the motor on the vibraphone to achieve the desired effect. He described this
choice in an interview on March 5, 2021.
If you have a vibraphone with a motor on in unison with another percussive type
instrument that doesn’t have a motor it’s just such a, so you get vibrato against no
vibrato, so like harp and vibraphone, or piano and vibraphone, or even marimba and
vibraphone in unison. I just love hearing the pitch fluctuation in that. And it makes it
sound under-water to me if the motor is slow enough. There’s the like really like slow
vibrato. I just love how it sounds dreamy.79
The vocal soloist returns in m. 187. While still garbled, speech is becoming clearer. This
represents another step backwards in his mother’s battle with dementia. The first truly intelligible
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text begins at m. 199. By this point, the soloist should be on stage. Kesselman has taken the
opportunity to interact with the text “I look for you” by moving to the end of a row and looking
as if searching for someone. This allows for a deeper connection with the character.
Mackey uses the vocal soloist as a baseline for everything else in this segment. He
frequently echoes the vocal melody within other instruments in the ensemble. This can be seen in
mm. 216-219. The triplet figure is presented in the soloist and then is echoed by Alto sax, Tenor
Sax, and then by Clarinet 1. Mackey also brilliantly paints the image of thoughts fluttering as the
character is struggling to remember what year the yearbook photo was taken. The tremolos in the
saxophones perfectly fill in the space between speech to portray the thoughts of the soloist. This
can be seen in example 3.18.
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Example 3.18. Places we can no longer go. mm. 228-233

In mm. 239 Mackey utilizes half-step dissonance to communicate the feeling of despair for the
soloist. Mackey also utilizes a crescendo in the winds to further bring out the dissonance. The
text, “Gone Now” also brings home the point.
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Section 8
mm. 250-284

Section 8 is marked most noticeably by a tempo increase. The harmonic rhythm is also
very consistent throughout this section. Mackey utilizes four-measure phrases. Each phrase is
based on a single line of text. Mackey utilizes the same cadence four times in mm. 252-253, 256257, 260-261, and 264-266. In mm. 278-279 he utilizes the same cadence but incorporates
extended harmonies within the cadence. He uses major 7ths and ninths. The section closes
While this section is formally very simple, the harmonic direction is quite rich. Mackey
begins the section squarely in C major. The repeated use of cadential motio serves to reinforce
the tonal center. M. 269 provides a unique harmonic shift. Mackey uses half-step clusters as well
as suspensions to transition to Db and then back down to C major.
This section provides a unique opportunity for the conductor to really take a step back
and allow the soloist to lead the pace of the music. Due to how sustained this section is, it is very
possible to follow the vocalist here.
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Section 9
mm. 285-319
mm. 285-319 are very similar to mm. 117- 153. Much of the same material is present but
with some notable differences. First, Mackey continues the use of bitonality, but has raised the
section by a half step. Second, there is new material presented in addition to the existing writing.
Lastly, the vocalist plays a major role in the climax of the work.
Mackey continues the use of bitonality in this section functioning in E and F. He revoices
chords via inversions similarly to the aforementioned section, but this time they are moved to
offbeats rather than down beats. This is particularly effective at communicating the text in mm
291- 298. The vocalist performs the text “Garbled Now.” This is helped by the layers of
inversions moving at different times.
In addition to the previous material, Mackey layers in Debussy’s Syrinx. This particular
example, while intervallically correct, is not in the same tonal center as the ensemble, and the
rhythmic values are altered. This again represents Mackey’s mother singing the excerpts out of
time and out of key. This rhythmic alteration can be seen in example 3.19.

81

Example 3.19. Places we can no longer go. Flute mm. 293-298 Syrinx Excerpt

Mackey quotes his Elegy and Fantasie again in this section. Another difference is the tempo
indication given at m. 299. Mackey marks this “with more urgency.” This increase of tempo is
felt and allows for the ritardando in mm. 309-310 to have more impact leading into m. 311 as
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well as the allargando in mm. 318-319. The addition of another reference to Syrinx in m. 315
brings the technique and emotion to a boiling point. He uses this to set up rising half-step
dissonances in the upper woodwinds. This allows the composition to return to G minor in the
next section.
The main difference from the previous iteration of this material is the presence of the
vocalist. The use of amplification is an absolute must due to the dynamic requirements of both
the ensemble as well as the soloist. This will allow the performer to be more intelligible with
their singing instead of trying to belt over the ensemble. This section also sits in the upper
register for an extended period of time for the soloist. It is important for the ensemble to not
overpower the soloist.
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Section 10: mm 320-337
This section draws an exceptional comparison to Section 6. These two sections are almost
identical except for the addition of Tubular Bells, Solo voice, change in dynamic shape, and the
cadence that closes the section.
The dynamic shape of this section differs slightly from the previous section. This is due
in large part to the vocal soloist. In section 6, the ensemble has decreased in volume to mezzo
piano in four measures. This section asks the ensemble to stay at mezzo forte for some voices
while others maintain forte. This slight decrease allows the vocalist to be more successful
without having to strain to project over the ensemble.
The significance of the section can not be overstated. This section pulls from some of
Mackey’s strongest memories. The most significant statement in the text is arguably “Siamese
Cats.” Mackey almost refused to set this line of text due to its incredibly personal nature..
Mackey spoke about his initial reaction to this text.
The thing that freaked me out the most was Siamese Cats. I did not want to set that. I was
like, that’s way too personal, and it is also, I claimed you can’t set the words Siamese
Cats. That just sounds terrible to sing. I can’t make that. I can’t make that pretty … So I
was like, please just change Siamese cats, because everyone will know, at the time. We
had the cat Loki, and Loki was very big on social media. There were all these pictures of
Loki, and he’s a Siamese cat. And, I had grown up with Siamese cats, my whole life, with
my mother. And she was like, no, it’s gotta be Siamese cats. So that was the hardest thing
of the whole piece to set, because of that. It’s the hardest part of the piece for me, it just
stabs me when I hear it live, and shortly after I wrote that, Loki died. And then it really
became like, oh god, it’s not just about my childhood cats, it’s about Loki, and it was just
like, devastating text for me and I really didn’t want to set it. And I claimed it was
because it didn’t sit well or it was too personal, but I didn’t want to set it because it’s real
and it hurts.82
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This raw emotion can be felt in mm. 332-337. Mackey sets this text using very sparse
instrumentation and consonant extended harmonies. He uses 9ths, 4ths, and 2nds. The resolution
of this moment is sustained as if to hold on to something dear. The envelope of sound is helped
with the presence of antiphonal clarinets. The bowed cymbal and crotale let the listener feel that
twinge of loss. This can be observed in examples 3.20 and 3.21.
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Example 3.20. Places we can no longer go. Siamese Cats mm. 332-335
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Example 3.21. Places we can no longer go. Siamese Cats harmonic movement mm. 332-337
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Section 11
mm. 338-353
This brief section is transitional material. Some of the key points for this section draw
upon the opening of the piece. Mackey utilizes the soloistic dynamic approach. This allows
different timbres to come in and out of the texture of the piece. The antiphonal triangles also
return during this section. This signifies a shift in mindset for the main character. The text,
“Clouds hide the end of the world,” speaks to the cloudiness of the mind.
This section bears some resemblance to mm. 89-117 but is shorter in length, and the
harmonic language used is different. Mackey utilizes descending parallel thirds again, but they
are not repeated like in the prior section. He also utilizes some bitonality in this section. One of
the most interesting points of this section comes at the very end with the saxophone tremolos into
the descending 4ths. Mackey said that someone had asked him if they represented brain synapses
firing. His reply was, “I love that being the idea cause they happen throughout the piece, and I
was like no, they are not supposed to be brain synapses. I love them being perceived as that.”85
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Section 12
mm. 354- 405
This section of the piece represents an emotional shift from despair to love for the soloist.
This will permeate the work to the end. This section begins in a much more consonant fashion
than the previous ended. Mackey uses whole step intervals throughout. He also uses rising
delayed entrances within instrument families to create tone clusters. There are clear four-measure
phrases within this section up to m. 374.
When considering the function of this section, it is important to note that Mackey wrote
this section before any other part of the piece. mm. 374- 405 serve to show the struggle of the
character. This pain, while not physical, is embodied in the text “out of place.” The character is
struggling to remember things and more specifically people. The final reference to Syrinx occurs
in mm. 400-403. Again, it is altered rhythmically, and moves to a half-step dissonance with the
underlying harmonic structure.
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Section 13:
mm. 406-423
This section is characterized predominately by the text, You are here, and so am I. The
character longs for more time to share their love, but they know that time is steadily drawing to a
close. Mackey captures the essence of this by utilizing woodwinds, horns, and pitched percussion
to create an incredibly warm soundscape. It is made warmer by the addition of low reeds and
Double Bass in m. 418.
Harmonically, this section draws upon the idea of descending thirds again, and is
centered in G minor. The descending thirds function as passing tones that result in a minor
second dissonance. The third round of the descending thirds results in an E natural rather than an
Eb. This foreshadows the movement to G major in seven measures.
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Section 14:
mm. 424- end
The final section of the piece begins with an abrupt key change to G major. This section
borrows from the opening section of the work to bookend the piece. Mackey goes back to
soloistic dynamics. He asks the individual players to be responsible dynamically to create a
soundscape of timbres that fade in and out. Mackey also ends the piece very similarly to the
beginning. The main difference is that the vocalist can now formulate words and sentences. The
piece then ends with the final strike from metallic percussion, piano, harp, and the twinkling of
the antiphonal triangles.
The purpose of the final section of the piece is a reminder to the listener that the person
with dementia is still there. They want you to know certain things, and they want to go places
with you, but they no longer can. Lindsey Kesselman described the emotional state of the soloist.
She is upset about what's happening to her, but she knows that these are her last
conscious words to her son. So it's no longer about her in a certain way it's about what do
I want to leave with him and what do I want him to know. So I have found over time so
much more comfort and love, and generosity, especially in the end, because I just
imagine her looking at her son and just wanting to impart to him. It's okay, you know,
right, we have the thing that matters. I may not remember all the details and it's going to
get worse but I just want you to feel this overwhelming love from me and that's what I
want you to remember.86
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Chapter IV:
Conclusion

Places we can no longer go tells a very personal story to which we can all relate. Mackey
does a wonderful job of conveying the many levels of emotion through tremendous technique. It
is understandable that this composition would be both physically and emotionally draining.
I believe this work to be Mackey’s greatest composition to date. The work represents a
new step forward for him as a composer. He has tackled one of the most personal aspects of life
someone can deal with, yet he has managed to use his craft to weave a relatable narrative that
people can understand. Mackey has found new ways in this work to maintain the uniqueness of
his voice, but also has taken new risks that have developed his voice as a composer.
The analysis of Mackey’s Places we can no longer go cannot be complete without
performance guidelines in the instruction of this piece. The moderator of
www.windliterature.org, Andy Pease, describes Mackey’s music as “fresh and original.”87 In
order to capture this essence, how does one do this?
First, it is important to understand and embrace the dynamic contrast that Mackey uses. It
is expected that performers use true dynamic levels and not shy away from the sound quality
changes that might come from them. The sections marked as fortissimo should be played with a
certain brazenness. The muted trumpets should embrace how the contour of their dynamic line
brings them markedly out of the texture of the ensemble. The conductor also must be aware of
the pacing of the piece dynamically. This is especially important due there being parallel sections

Andy Pease, “This Cruel Moon by John Mackey.” www.windliterature.org/2018/06/06this-cruel-moonby-john-mackey/. Accessed February 18, 2021.
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within the work. If the piece is too strong early, it will render the second half of the piece
ineffective.
Second, the conductor must be familiar with compositional techniques used by Mackey
to help tell the story. A number of extended techniques are needed to perform this work.
1. Trombone- Tenor Clef, glissandi
2. Bass Drum- Rub with superball mallet, resulting in a low continuous groan.
3. Timpani- Rub with superball mallet, resulting in a low continuous groan, Glissando to
lowest pitch
4. Triangle- Unmetered playing

Last, the conductor needs to understand the role as well as challenges of the vocal soloist.
Kesselman described the fach as a lyric soprano, but noted it was more important to find
someone who fit the role. The emotional journey of the soloist must be captured in its truest
essence and communicated to the audience in order for the piece to truly be successful. It is
important to consider the ramifications of stage directions pertaining to the specific hall in which
the performance is taking place. This also impacts the antiphonal players as well.
In order to best perform Places we can no longer go, the conductor must be aware of all
programmatic elements within the work. The conductor must be aware of extended techniques,
and the conductor must understand and be able to communicate the role of the vocal soloist.
With command of these three elements of the work, the piece will be performed in a manner that
highlights story being told, but will also the integrity of John Mackey’s composition, Places we
can no longer go.
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Appendix A: John Mackey Interview- March 5, 2021 by Jonathan Nash

Nash: Thank you so much for agreeing to do this interview.
Mackey: I think it’s really great that you want to do this project, thank you.
Nash: Absolutely, umm, I had, just to jump in right off the bat. I have just a couple biographical
questions. I know you have most of your stuff up on your blog. There’s no need to really dive
into that. Since 2019 is the last biographical information that came out on you in Jonathan
Sweet’s paper on your symphony. Since then, you’ve moved to San Francisco, Covid happened,
the world has been turned upside down. What kind of things have you been up to during this
period of time?
Mackey: Yeah yeah, of course, as far as what I have been doing; Let me turn off this other screen
which is very distracting; Turn off everything else so I don’t see anything else. Since 2019, yeah,
we moved here in the fall of 2019 cause my wife got a two-year Postdoc at Stanford and Apple. I
guess you’re going to be talking to her too, she said. Um, so she’s doing a two-year program
there. On the ethics of technology. So, we moved out here and we love the city. That was in
what, September of ‘19. We had a couple months and we decided we were going to stay in like
February or so of that, of 2020, and listed our house out in Boston, and then it sold the day it
went on the market, and the next day they shut down Massachusetts.
Nash: Oh wow.
Mackey: So if we had listed like a week later, who knows what would have happened. So we
totally lucked out with that. And you know I had a really hard time. I guess I haven't talked about
this in anything that's been recorded. I talked about it in a couple Zoom sessions but nothing that
would be documented. I had a really really rough time last spring into summer. Like most
people.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: Not most people, pretty much everybody.
Nash: Right right.
Mackey: I can't imagine anyone didn't have a horrible time. And the way, when I realized it was
happening, I think if your job is your identity this was a really hard time to just understand what
to do with yourself. So, if you are a, you know, a composer, a conductor, or a teacher, or a
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painter, or anything, you know, where it's not just something you do during the day. And, at the
end of the day you know, you just go do your other thing. This is, you know, you work in the
arts.
Nash: We live it.
Mackey: It’s what you are; It’s who you are; It’s everything. And you know, I couldn’t do it as
of last spring. You know, I think my last trip was just over a year ago. And no one knew that it
was just going to completely stop. Or, more like it was just gonna stop for just a couple weeks
and then we’d be right back in it. And, what I hadn’t really realized before was how much I
depend or at least at the time felt like I depended on performances just to be happy. You know
that sounds kinda shallow I’m sure. But, if you’re a composer, there are like three legs to that
stool, one is writing it, another one is having someone play, and another is having an audience
there to hear it. So just to write it and not have anyone hear it or even know when it’s going to be
performed. It’s like why would I write a piece. It’s like making a painting and sticking it in a
closet where no one will ever see it. You know, I need the full experience of being in a concert. I
need to be in rehearsal with the piece. I need to have that interaction. It’s really crucial to me.
And at the concert, I need to be in a space that’s public with the music, and that makes it feel like
it’s really worth writing. And then, I feel like, alright, I’m a composer. So, when that goes away
it feels like, alright, I’m not a composer now. Like, why am I even writing something if I don’t
even know when it’s ever going to get performed. And, you know, just lost all drive to create
anything because I just didn’t know what the point was. And that made it feel like, who am I
then? Like what am I even doing with myself if that’s my thing and I’m a composer, but I’m not
that? Then I’m just some boring guy now with nothing interesting to offer or you know, Which is
not a healthy way to be.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: But that’s just how it felt, and I think that’s how it felt for a lot of people. So what
eventually happened is I was really fortunate to be asked to be part of this, of this consortium, or
I don’t know what you wanna call it, but yeah, creative repertoire initiative that several
conductors and a bunch of composers put together to try to create adaptable and flexible
instrumentation works, or you know, versions of existing works so that, you know, people with
small ensembles could at least have something to play. And once I was asked to that, partially it
was what helped about it, was that I felt like I could do something that was useful, umm, and so
it felt like I was a composer again. But also, it was just really nice to be on a zoom session with
not quite a dozen of us, but we would, you know, chat on zoom once a week, or every other
week. And it just felt great to be connected to a community again. So, I wasn’t leaving the house,
but at least I got to talk to, like, my people.
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Nash: Right.
Mackey: Like, other composers who are going through this too and we got to figure out ways we
could create something that would be relevant. So I don’t know how I would have gotten by if
they hadn’t asked me to be part of that. So, I’m incredibly grateful they asked. And so, I created
a new piece called, Let Me Be Frank With You. That’s like a little 4-part plus percussion thing
that I’m going to do a concert band version of pretty soon, umm, and then I wrote a choral piece
that I kept putting off because I didn’t have any motivation to work on something new. And I
got, like a lot of people got, very stressed and distracted during the run-up to and during the
election, and that not being resolved for a while. But once it was like, resolved, I felt like I could
write again. Then I wrote that choral piece pretty quickly once the election was done. And then
I've been kinda lazy since then. I need to write a saxophone ensemble piece for Eastman for the
100th anniversary of Eastman. And that has already been postponed a year. More than a year, I
think it was supposed to have premiered you know, last spring, or maybe last fall. But anyway, I
haven’t started it, so, and they know that. And they’re not expecting to play it until maybe
October of this year.
Nash: Gotcha.
Mackey: So that’s the thing I’m starting right now. And then I’m going to do a piece for a high
school band in Ohio. And then I’m doing the Let Me Be Frank With You band version, and then
I’m doing this clarinet concerto that was just announced a couple weeks ago. So those will be the
next several things that I’ll be working on. So as far as what I’ve been up to since that bio, I
moved and then the world shut down. And that meant that I kinda shut down for a while. So, but
you know, as you know, I just got my first shot like an hour ago.
Nash: Haha right.
Mackey: So, I’m feeling much more hopeful about everything right now.
Nash: Absolutely, you answered a follow-up question I had, So I will just go ahead and move on.
Mackey: Sure.
Nash: I listened to a podcast with Mark Conner, where you talked about your time in a
choreography course you took at Juilliard.
Mackey: Yeah.
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Nash: I think you said you ended up taking it a total of three times. Can you go into a little detail
about what you got from that class or that course?
Mackey: Yeah, so I don’t know that I figured out in that course. But maybe I did. What is
interesting is just met another composer, virtually, just the other day that had commented on
something that I had put on twitter. She’s a composer that had gone to Juilliard ten years after I
was there. I looked at her bio and figured out that we have basically the same path but she’s like
ten years later on that.
Nash: That’s cool.
Mackey: Including that she had taken that same class and had gotten obsessed with writing for
dance like I did. And one thing she thought was great about that class that I was aware of but
couldn’t quite articulate this way was, it allowed her to learn how to write music outside of the
microscope of the new music world in New York City at the time. So, I could write a piece for a
dance company, and one thing that was great about it is I could learn how to do that in a little bit
of a safe bubble. Because even the things that were like being reviewed in the New York Times,
it would be unusual that the music would get even a single adjective. It would just say music
by... you know. But if I had a piece on a you know, new music ensemble concert, or any concert
as a concert concert piece. The times would review it. You could just get destroyed potentially.
And even if I had known which way it would go, and you could never know, It never felt, with
the dance stuff, like there was any real risk. I could do it safely. The dance critics are there to
review the choreography and the performance of the dance, not the music. So that was nice just
to be able to do that in safety and learn how to write in, you know, a more public forum after the
class really. When I was doing the class that's when I became aware that my music tended to be
and still can be very rhythmic and pretty visceral and those things are only amplified if you add
a visual element of choreography to them. If the choreographer is super musical, and I really
lucked out that the person the third time I took the class, so after I, this may have been in the
podcast, the third time I took the class, after I had graduated, I wrote Strange Humors for that
class, and the person who choreographed it for the class wasn’t great at choreography, but I had
that recording and it was spectacular. And through the choreographer I had the first time I took
the class, and now two years later, He is dancing in this modern dance company, called Parson’s
Dance Company in New York City. Another person who was in that dance company was this
guy named Robert Battle and he wanted to choreograph some stuff. And through my friend
Jason, who I’d worked with on the first piece, my music ended up in Robert’s Hands and we just
started collaborating all the time. So, and he then made a second version of Strange Humors with
the original score and we were like, we should do more of this.
Nash: Right.
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Mackey: This is really magical to see. For me, Robert had studied music through high school,
you know, piano, so he could read a score which is super unusual. So, I would write mixed
meters, he would choreograph for mixed meter. Or if I had some counterpoint in the viola part,
and I’d be like, I really like this counterpoint, he would go like, “okay”, and he would make that
like the visual thing that you would like lock into. He would have them dance to the
counterpoint. So you would hear it more because you would see it happening. So stuff like that I
just thought was really spectacular and powerful. I miss it a lot. I haven’t written new music for
choreography in a LONG time. So Robert’s used my pieces several times since then but nothing
I’ve written specifically for him, and the collaborations were great and a lot of them have ended
up being band pieces later. Like I would write them as chamber ensemble pieces and then they
would become band pieces. Like, I wrote Red Line Tango for him as a chamber piece. You
know, Kingfishers Catch Fire was a ballet score originally. Not for him, but for the company that
he danced in. And, umm, you know, I wrote Damn for him for clarinet and percussion ensemble.
And then I ripped off Damn and put a lot of it in Harvest, my trombone concerto.
Nash: Mm-hmm (affirmative).
Mackey: Asphalt Cocktail has a lot of a piece called Juba, that I wrote for Robert for electric
String Quartet and percussion, and I’m sure that there are others too. And he has since
choreographed some of Wine-Dark Sea and choreographed Turning and he did something else
recently and I’m blanking on what it was. I wrote Mass, a percussion ensemble piece I wrote for
him. So yea, it was just really fun to see that stuff visualized. And I think I write different music
if I know it’s going to be choreographed than if it’s just you know, concert music.
Nash: That’s really cool. Umm So with that background heavily involved in dance and seeing
your music come to life like that, do you think dance influenced the way you view meter and
how even more specifically the way you write melody is influenced by dance.
Mackey: The way I write melody is definitely not. I think I developed the rhythmic language.
Well, I was writing mixed metered stuff when I was in undergrad too. And then, what happened
was, the first time I wrote for dance for that class at Juilliard, I was experiencing some just major
writer’s block for everything when I got to Juilliard. Because I had just really intense imposter’s
syndrome as soon as I was there. I didn’t know how to write anything. So I’m in this class, so it’s
supposed to be a collaboration with this choreographer, his name is Jason McDole, and I didn’t
have any music for him to choreograph. So he just started choreographing. He just started
making dance. But if you leave a dancer to just like, make cool movement, without any music,
then you have to write the music to go with it. The problem was what he created was all in 4/4
and all in 4-bar phrases.
Nash: So it was all just (motions flat).
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Mackey: Yeah, exactly, I was like, “Oh shit, I don’t know how to do that”. So what I did was, I
just wrote something that was as completely far from that as I could possibly do and it would just
line up. Like the timings, eventually, there would be hits that would like, the downbeats would
line up at some big landmark thing in what he had choreographed, but there was no way he or the
dancers could have counted what I wrote. So it was fun to just go as far away from a common
meter as possible. And that piece, I think it’s on my website, maybe, it’s called, it’s a terrible
title, you can tell that this was before Abby titled pieces. It’s called Star Rockin’ Dance.
Nash: Star Rockin’ Dance.
Mackey: I was trying to make the worst title I could possibly make, I guess, I don't know. I don’t
remember. That might even be the name of the ballet. He may have been like, I don’t have
anything better, so it’s called Star Rockin’ Dance. And yea, the pieces on my website are listed
chronologically, so I think it’s probably on there. Is it on there? That’s a good question. I’m not
sure. I should put it on there if it’s not. It’s for piano and drumset because my best friend and
roommate was a drummer. So I wrote the piano part and he wrote a drumset part to go on top of
it. Oh, it’s not on here I guess. I should put it on there. I thought this was pretty complete on the
website. I thought I had almost everything on here that I have recordings of but that one’s not. So
I should put it on there. But yeah, just ridiculously mixed-metered and silly. But that was super
fun and it kinda got me out of my writers’ block thing and showed me how cool it could be to
write stuff that was ridiculously mixed-metered. So I think then once I was also working with
Robert, he was explicitly asking me to write stuff that had complicated time signatures. Our first
collaboration was Damn for clarinet and percussion ensemble. He was originally going to use the
Joseph Schwantner Percussion Concerto and just edit it like crazy like cut and paste stuff to
make it the length he needed which was like 4 minutes. He decided it would be easier to just
have me write something new. And that was when he was trying to figure out something and
Jason McDole was like, I know this guy I worked with my first year you know, doing that class,
and why don’t you just ask him if he’ll just write something. So that was how we created Damn
and then he took Strange Humors right after that. And Damn is super super mixed-metered also
and has, I don’t know that it has metric modulation in it, but it does have some crazy stuff where
I think it may just be in ¾ and I have one of the percussionists hitting like a dotted quarter
against ¾ so it’s like 2 against 3.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: But that becomes the pulse and then you have all these 15/8 bars with this thing is just
relentlessly banging away. It’s just a lot of meter changes because he wanted that. Like, Robert
wanted that. And that was super super fun and I became even more comfortable writing and
hearing those things organically. Like I was never trying to write weird time signatures just to
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write weird time signatures. That’s what I was hearing in my head. I got this really positive
reinforcement by seeing what Robert did with it that made me want to do more of it.
Nash: Gotcha, you answered a bunch of my questions in that process.
Mackey: I tend to ramble so you… that happens.
Nash: Oh it was awesome though! So I thought I would go ahead and move over to the piece,
Places we can no longer go.
Mackey: Yeah.
Nash: What was your initial reaction when Professor Hill approached you. I know you had said
it was like absolutely not, I can’t do that. How persistent was he to get you to write this?
Mackey: You know, that’s an interesting question that I’ve not looked at. I’m going to look and
see if there is an email from him about it. Because there must be documentation and it wouldn’t
have just been in text messages. So, let’s see. Wow, there are a lot of emails from Gary Hill
about this project. Oh, there’s the CBDNA email about it asking people to join the consortium.
Ummmm new work for 2019. Let’s see. Oops, what did I just do? Ummm that was 2017.
Hmmm, possible commission. Alright, so he contacted me on May 5th, 2016, and said, “I’m not
sure how best to reach you. I previously texted and emailed to the Osti address”. And I was just
ignoring him apparently. “I would like to bounce around an idea for an unusual commission with
you in the near future. Please let me know if there is a date and time we could talk for a few
minutes”. So yeah… let’s see. Is this? Ok. So April 16, 2016. So a month earlier or at least a
couple weeks earlier. “Good morning John, I’m in the Silicon Valley, working a festival after
enjoying/suffering Wine Dark-Sea withdrawal”.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: “The ensemble shared a powerful rendering of your masterpiece Tuesday evening. As
I’m sure most always happens, the audience went nuts. Despite a few unexpected “accidents” by
otherwise perfect players, it was a memorable performance. For me, it was also a reminder that
your music resonates within me at a level beyond my conscious awareness. Immortal Thread, So
Weak manages to invade my thoughts endlessly. Powerful little earworm. And all of this leads to
thoughts of a project. If you are open to it, I would love to discuss with you a long-term idea. A
commission that could encompass many facets of your life, an artistic vent. Please let me know
when your schedule would allow us to chat for a few minutes”. So that was like the first thing
and I was like, ugh, I guess I don’t know why I ignored it, but I did. And yea, eventually, We
talked and I guess I agreed to it I don’t know when. April 6, 2017, is there a chance we could talk
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SOON. he was trying to put the consortium together for it. So I had agreed to it by then. So
initially I was like… no. I’m not. No. I’m not interested. I didn’t tell him that. I just decided that
I would just ignore the opportunity to do that and that was when I talked to Abby about it. I was
like, you know, I don't want to write that piece. Who wants to hear that piece. No one wants to
write that piece. No one wants to hear that piece. And uh...And how do you even write a piece
that’s about you know, literally your mother no longer you know, losing her mental faculties? No
one wants to write that. So she said, “Well you should write it. If you don’t want to write it
because you’re scared of writing it, that’s all the more reason to write it”.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: “You’ll write a much better piece. Look at the middle movement of Wine Dark-Sea.
That’s the best thing that you’ve done. And that’s written trying to write from a personal place.
When you write pieces like that, they’re better. You know. A generic piece is not interesting or
good, but a really personal piece, that could be really special”. So, I don’t know how long it took
me to be convinced but she was the one that convinced me we could do it somehow. And she
was like, “I’ll help you and it’ll just be essential that you think of the structure before you do
anything else. Because the structure will be”, I think she described it as my emotional armor
when I’m writing it. So, I can just be like, I have to write this part because of the structure that I
predetermined before I started writing the notes. The structure told me, this is what is happening
in the piece so, I just think of it almost mechanically. That way I will be able to do it. I don’t
remember how exactly he put it, but a long time ago, it was one of my first gigs, I was at the
University of Michigan and they were playing Red Line Tango, and Michael Colgrass was there
too.
Nash: Oh, cool.
Mackey: I think they were doing Winds of Nagual. So they had both of us on campus at the
same time which meant I had almost nothing to do. Because if you can talk to Michael Colgrass,
you talk to Michael Colgrass. But it was nice to be there. He talked one point about writing really
personal works and how if he’s asked to write a piece about you know a death, or he knows
someone personally that has suffered a loss, and he’s going to write a piece about it. He talked
about how careful you have to be as a composer. To not just emote onto the page. You can't just
go well that is sad, so here is what sadness sounds like.
Nash: Right, that makes sense.
Mackey: That is not how you make a good piece. The way you make a good piece is you have to
use your Technique. Your Technique has to come into it to make it good. So, You can emote but
first make sure you are using your skill that you have learned, not just emoting on your
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sleeve/page. And that really stuck with me. That's great advice don't be like here is sadness, but
think about what is the shape of sadness And how do you structure something to make that make
sense. Once I figured that out with Abby encouraging me and figured out the structure is going to
be everything here. I agreed to do it. I don't think I knew immediately that there was going to be
text in it But I decided pretty shortly after that because Lindsay Kesselman is just so good. She
had just recently done Songs from the End of the World. I wanted to work with her again, and it
sort of felt like because my mother was a soprano, if Abby could maybe write text for it that
might also give me some structure to cling to. The text will, in any piece where I'm setting text,
that's determining a lot of structure.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: And by reading the text, that tells me what the melody is. If it's evocative text I will
read it and I'll know the notes. It's a really crazy thing. So I thought well let's have a soprano. So
then, once I knew all that was good And Gary Hill agreed to get Lindsay Kesselman for it, then it
felt like okay I can do that. But it still was very, you know, I was reluctant to looking forward to
writing it. That's a very long roundabout sort of way to answer. I think it answers the question.
Nash: It did. Can I go back? You were talking about How important form is, and pretty clearly is
on everything you write. Obviously, the texts contributed to this. What guided you in this? You
mentioned there were moments that she wanted to make sure you encaptured and that your
technique was still present. How did you go about formulating that?
Mackey: I could probably go through old finale files to figure in what order I wrote what.
Because I think I wrote the very end first. I had already decided to write it backward because
Adam Schoenberg had suggested that. I had had breakfast with him, at the CBDNA in, where
was that, Kansas City, and told him I was going to be writing this piece, but I didn’t know how
to do it. Adam also studied with Corigliano, so we had the same teacher, and his whole thing is
you know, structure. And he was like, why don’t you tell it backward. And I was like, Holy crap,
that is such a, that is brilliant. That makes it more pleasant to listen to. I just think it’s a brilliant
approach to it to make it, you know, easier to write, well easier to write because then it’s going
towards hope rather than going towards loss as the piece goes on. But by doing that, what it
actually makes the piece do is, it makes the loss more poignant because you know what it’s
actually about. So, once he suggested that, and then I don’t remember when it was Gary Hill told
me that he was going to put the Ives Unanswered Question before it, like right before it. That
ended up in hindsight the program, the way it was put together is brilliant as a program but to do
it without a pause, I don’t know if you were at that premiere, you know, that was not helpful to
the success of any of the new pieces. Because I thought that everybody in the audience, at least
from CBDNA was going to know the Ives. I thought you know, if you’re a band director you
know the Unanswered Question.
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Nash: Mmhmm (affirmative).
Mackey: But a lot do not know the Unanswered Question. So I assumed that they would hear
that and be like, oh this isn’t Steve Bryant’s piece anymore, this is Ives. And they know how the
Ives ends, and then my piece starts, and they go well, that was the end of the Ives so, here’s
John’s piece. But, it didn’t work that way. People ended up thinking, the whole half of the
program was all Steve’s piece. And then they were like, why is there a soprano singing now,
what’s going on, what, wh, wh, is this the Ives, like what’s going on? And so there was a lot of
confusion going on and I just think that was not helpful to the success of all the pieces. I think no
one was quite prepared for that. So I knew the Ives was going to happen right before mine, and I
listened to the Ives and it has the antiphonal instruments in it. And by knowing there were going
to be antiphonal players, that gave me the idea of having the players echo out of time and out of
key the statements that were coming from the stage. And also the idea that the triangles
surrounding the audience which I also did in the Frozen Cathedral. I think there is just a
beautiful, ethereal thing to just hear twinkling, all around the audience.
Nash: Mmhmm (affirmative).
Mackey: That’s super effective. And I thought, yeah, if I do that at the beginning, it’s the literal
like Mickey Mousing, you know that term for like, the music sounds exactly like what is
happening on the screen.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: So it’s a little Mickey Mousey, what I did, which is, you think of like the cliche of
death as you approach this light. Like you’re going to walk into the bright light or whatever. And
since the idea of the piece is going backward, My mother was still alive at the time, but I thought
what if the story really does start at the end. And I think, well what if it starts with the light.
What does the light sound like? It sounds like, to me, like a metal percussion thing.
Nash: Right (sings first note).
Mackey: And then, Maybe you know, if you’re thinking backward, maybe there are stars and
you’re approaching this like, you know, bright light. So if you were to play the beginning of the
piece backward, it would be the stars and then just bright. So that’s what I was trying to do with
the beginning of the piece. And then I decided I would end it the same way because that would
be just a powerful way to bookend it. And… the Ives ends in… Does it... I’m gonna get this
wrong. So, you’ll need to look this up, I'm pretty sure, What’s the first note of mine, is it F sharp
or G?
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Nash: F Sharp.
Mackey: Ok, great, so the Ives must end in G like the strings playing a G major chord. And then
I wanted mine to just drop a half-step all of a sudden. And so that’s why it’s in F sharp at the
beginning. And at the end.
Nash: It’s back to G.
Mackey: Yes, Exactly, back to G. So that’s why it’s F sharp because of the Ives right before. So
if you listen to the Ives and you go straight into my piece it should be a cool like, BLUGHH, and
that’s why I designed it that way. And then I liked the sound of it in G for the end, So then I
wrote the end of the piece first. I think I maybe wrote the very beginning like, just the twinkle
thing, but I don’t think I knew immediately, yeah….I didn’t write, I knew the soprano was gonna
do like nonsense sounds, sounds that had come from what would eventually be text or word later
in the piece when she regains her ability to speak.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: But I wrote all that stuff late. Because it was really hard to write the beginning of the
piece. For two reasons, one is that it’s not the sound that I usually write, right. It’s not tonal, it’s
like there are clusters fading in and out. I’ll tell you a secret which won’t be a secret anymore.
Nash: Ohh awesome, let’s hear it.
Mackey: One way I did this, So you know, I use all these quotes of Debussy and stuff that my
mom had played the excerpts of.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: So what I did to see what this could be like is, there’s a piece by Ligeti called Lontano.
Nash: Uh-huh (affirmative).
Mackey: Is that right? It is right I think.
Nash: I believe so, I’m not 100% certain.
Mackey: Yeah, so what I did, let me put this in the chat for you. I listened to, oh I’m sorry I
made the link so ugly.
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Nash: It works.
Mackey: Did that work? Ok. That piece is creepy as all hell. I believe it is in The Shining.
Nash: Oh.
Mackey: And I think somebody had made, somebody made this website where you’d put in any
little youtube thing, and at the same time it would play Lontano. So it would play Lontano in
unison with whatever this other video was. And what it does is make anything creepy as all hell.
Because, it starts with just a single note, and just very slowly gets clusterier and clusterier and a
little bit louder over time and it is just scary as hell. So, what I did is, I played like, Syrinx in one
side and Lontano against it and I was like Oh my god that is terrifying. How do I do that, but I
wrote it? So all the clustery stuff, the idea for it came from Ligeti’s Lontano. And, I tried it with
just other classical pieces that I know and I remembered her play to hear what it would sound
like to mix this scary, Shining appropriate horror movie soundtrack thing but with non-horror
movie music. And that helped me to write in that language that I don’t normally write in. Like
these super atonal clusters that cross-fade between each other and stuff and melt into other
chords. That came from Ligeti. But, again, I did all that late because it was complicated to figure
out how to write that kind of music, and the beginning of the piece, it’s just not fun to listen to,
by design, but it just wasn’t fun to write. There’s nothing pretty happening there, it’s sounds that
gradually morph into other things. So that was just like all technique to me. Maybe because I’m
partially aware that hey, I’m writing the end of my mother’s life at the beginning of the piece. So
that was super a case where, Abby’s advice of, “use that as your emotional armor”, you know,
the structure and the concept, rather than the sadness, then you can write it. Yeah, so I wrote the
very end first. I wrote the last verse of text first. Or whatever those last couple lines are. And
then I would write the one before it. And then I would write the one before it. And at some point
I had material. I was like this is material that I can use you know. I think I used it at the end and
then was like I can use this in different ways. I can have this be loud. I can have this be really
quiet. I can use this earlier in the piece, and that’s how it will come in in various places. I should
look at the score to tell you like what I specifically wrote first. You, I wrote X no, I wrote letter
W. Oh no, W is on top of the tempo. Yeah, Letter W I wrote first.
Nash: Okay.
Mackey: You know what would be interesting if you want to wait a sec, I will look at, so I wrote
this in what, 2018? Places we can no longer go, the first file in this sketch vocal is June 2, 2018.
I’m opening Finale now to see what was in there. Cause I Don't know. What is this?? That’s not
in the piece at all. I don’t even know what this sounds like, but it is not Places we can no longer
go. This is like bouncy and, hold on, I will share my screen.
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Nash: Okay.
Mackey: This is just weird. How do I share screen? Okay, Are you seeing that?
Nash: Yes.
Mackey: Like what is that? (Sings rhythm of the line).
Nash: That’s ummm.
Mackey: That’s so not. It’s just, it’s pretty it’s a modal minimalist thing. And I guess well there’s
a soprano line, but I don’t have text on it so I don't know what text I thought I was setting. But,
I’m gonna have to listen to this later because that is so not right. So that was bad. Did I try
another one then? Yeah, same thing. So yeah, this was 2nd, 3rd, 4th, let's see if we get to the 8th,
a week later, what does it look like? THAT looks more like Places we can no longer go.
Nash: Uhhuh (affirmative).
Mackey: So, a week later, at some point I had figured out, it’s not bouncy, it’s bad. And when
did I figure it out? Did I figure it out on day 2? I did. So there is day 2. So yeah, day 1, no day 3.
Here’s day 3. So, by day 3 I knew it was this kind of thing. So there I put I look for you in all the
old places. So I wrote this first. So this is the beginning of the text right? Yeah, this is the
beginning of the text. Whoa! There’s a lot. That’s like, good lord, I wrote that super fast. That’s
like 2 minutes and that’s basically how it goes. Like I can look at it, that’s how it goes. So, I
started on June 2nd and by June 4th, I had completely abandoned this ridiculous umm minimal
thing and started setting the text, and it’s the piece. But yeah, that’s the first thing that I did. And
then we can jump forward to like June 18. We can see that looks the same. This is all the same.
That, that’s Daphnis and Chloe right there. Oh so here’s something. Yearbook photo 1992. It
eventually became 19-19-19-92 the idea being she can’t remember what year it was. But
initially, it was just 19 and a pause and then 92. So somewhere I figured out oh it’s better if she’s
like no no what is it. What’s the text? Land unmarked and then I don’t know what. Yeah that’s I
don’t know what that is. Oh and so then, anyways. Looks like July 2nd, a month later, there is a
file called Opening, so I started the opening a month later, and it does not look like much.
Both: Laughing.
Mackey: There’s nothing there, that’s not helpful let’s see, so July 3rd. That’s just how you
notate for midi playback, those are triangles.

68

Nash: Uh-huh (affirmative).
Mackey: So there’s the beginning of the piece, a month later. And there’s soprano stuff. So I
wrote sounds, I wrote notes, but I didn’t know what the sounds were gonna be. I remember, the
piece was basically done and I sat down with Abby and played this for her, and she came up with
what those sounds were going to be. Much much later. So there's a month later. So I didn’t work
on it for like four days. Then, I worked on this part some more. So here’s the endpiece again. By
here I know it’s 19-19-19-92. That was all I changed because it just stops. I think part of it is
maybe because I was afraid to write the end because it had to be, you know, good. Land
unmarked, still there's nothing. This is all blank. I don’t know what I even changed to make a
new file. So, if we jump forward a couple more weeks, Oh here’s the ending. So, I started the
ending on July 10. So 6 weeks after I started the piece I was like, I will write the end. So yeah,
called a nurse by your name, saw your face in a stranger, there it is right there. Um, and it’s not
connected to the earlier stuff, I just jumped to this text. And I put in the notes, but there are no
chords. I wrote the melody in, but there are no chords or anything. And then here’s the end right
here. So there’s just (plays chords on piano). And then, there’s the very end of the piece right
there. So I wrote the very end of it on July 10. And it looks like I did this in a day. But again,
there are no chords for most of it. And then I went back to the opening. And then I went back to
the part that’s a little bit earlier in the text. Then I went back to the ending. Worked on the ending
for… a week? Then I went back to the beginning of the text again. That’s the very end of the
piece again. At some point, I merged them. End again. You can see I’m going back and forth and
I’m not working on the beginning of the piece, really, much. So here we are in mid-august, so
this is 2 and a half months since I started cause I started in early June. So there’s the beginning of
the piece. Now we’re getting more of this like the trumpet, soprano echoing the trumpet, building
the clusters happening here. But it still only gets to like measure 36. And that’s 2 and half
months in. Here’s something called all text. Maybe I had finally set, oh wow. So here’s music
that I don’t know when I wrote this. Which, by the way, I wrote, so if you go to my website and
there’s a piece called Elegy and Fantasy which I think is the earlier or one of the earliest things
on my website. If you listen to the beginning of it, you will hear, how’s this go.
Nash: That’s one of my personal favorite spots in the piece.
Mackey: Oh thank you, I wrote that when I was 15.
Nash: Wow!
Mackey: That is the beginning of a piece I submitted for undergrad. And I wrote it when I was
17, I think I was 17. Maybe it was the first thing I wrote when I got to undergrad or maybe I
wrote it right before I got there. But yeah, it’s for violin and piano. And it was the harmonically
craziest thing I had ever done. I don’t know where it came from. It was also, it has mixed meter
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in it, I don’t know where they came from exactly. But yeah, that’s an early thing and I always
like it. It was so odd what harmonically it was doing and I decided to use that here and then have
as you know resolve. But this weird bitonal thing.
Nash: Mmhmm (affirmative).
Mackey: I did it when I was a kid. And I just borrowed it from myself. So here’s all that stuff,
here’s like the big climax part of the piece. Here it’s all quiet again. Oh, here I’ve now pasted in
and I’ve like merged in the stuff that transitions to the start of the text and then it eventually
becomes “I look”. And then, here’s a lot of the piece now. Hmm, what is that? Ohh, sounds very
Samuel Barber to me, so I had the English Horn solo stuff, that’s here. And I knew what the
melody was, but I didn’t know anything else. Like you can tell I just put in what the melody is,
no idea what else. I know it’s going to build to this, and here’s the big climax thing. And then, I
don’t know, something happens, I don’t know what, It’s just something.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: And then, this, here’s “called a nurse by your name”. So you can see there’s just
blankness. I know there is a big climax but, I don’t know.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: How I get back to, this text. And, but then I do have the very end of the piece. So then
we just gradually fill in the end, you know, from earlier like trying to connect everything. But all
of the text is now in Finale, including like the part that, oh here’s a different transition. I don’t
know what the difference was or where it was. It was apparently somewhere. Wonder if I’ll
recognize something that didn’t happen. I, I, I, I look for you in all the old places. 19. Is this it?
Yeah, maybe, where there was nothing, I tried a transition. No, but that looks like what I did.
And it’s got like all the tempo, you can see.
Nash: Mmhmm (affirmative).
Mackey: I do, when I am programming it like those are ritardandos right there. Like there’s
quarter note to 114, quarter note to 108, quarter note 114, quarter note 105, quarter note 90,
quarter note 74, quarter note 67.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: It’s like right before the letter, well you know there’s the big climax. But, that’s how
big I want the allargando. Like I want it, 90, 64, 67, and then 104 and then we go to the original
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tempo. So I’m super super particular. You know, this here says patch 19. This is in the clarinets.
You can see I have not scored it out yet. It’s all, they’re all on the same staff.
Nash: Right, right.
Mackey: Patch 19, I could load that file and I could tell you, how many seconds, that’s I could
tell a piano to forte back to piano hairpin shape of a sustain. And, in the sample library, it’s done
by time. So this would probably like a P-F-P 6 seconds or something is how it does it. I did the
best I could to get it to peak right there and then fade back out again and then it does it over and
over again. So it looks like it’s fortissimo, it’s not. That’s actually just the piano to fortissimo.
Nash: Okay.
Mackey: And then piano again. So that’s how I programmed those. There’s the little like,
tremolo thing. Someone, this was not what I intended. Someone asked me at one point if the
tremolo was like brain synapses. Which, I love that being the idea cause they happen throughout
the piece, and I was like no, they are not supposed to be brain synapses. I love the (sings) being
perceived as that. It makes me sound really smart. So I can pretend I did it that way on purpose.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: And then here’s the end of the piece. I don’t know what transition is different here. So
anyway, I started it, June 2nd, now by September 2nd, so June, July, August, 3 months later,
We’re getting pretty close. Then I got back to work on the opening again. I’m still chugging
away. There’s still more playing with the end. And then I finally start doing the score it looks
like. Like setting up what will be the real score. Here’s score 1. Yeah, so now I’m setting up the
score, and this is October 7th. So July, August, September, October, It took 4 months to basically
write it. And you can see that I’m working on it every day. And every time I change even the
smallest thing, I’m….
Nash: Saving a new version.
Mackey: Yeah, I’m saving a new one. Exactly, So I can be like, oops that sucked, and then go
right back to it. Yeah, there are 226 files in this folder.
Nash: Oh, wow.
Mackey: Started setting up the score October 7th. Had materials for ASU on, looks like October
28. Had a midi playback file on October 29th. And then I went back and revised the score more
looks like. And then I started the parts on November 4th. And then I didn’t stop working on it
until, well then I did some revision after the premiere. You can see the last time I messed with it
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was April 29th of 2019. Yeah, so I delivered it, looks like around November 23rd, 2018, and I
think I was a little bit early, actually on that. Partially because I was ready to not look at it
anymore because, well it’s a lot.
Nash: I can only imagine.
Mackey: That was sort of fun. I have not looked at those. I’ve not done that with a piece at all
with anyone else watching before, so.
Nash: I appreciate it. That was super cool.
Mackey: Yeah so, if any of that when you’re listening back or watching back, It’d be interesting
to see this particular thing again, let me know and I can send you a pdf of whatever version.
Nash: Awesome, thanks, I really appreciate that. I just had a couple more questions for you, I
know we’re running short on time. In the poem, there seem to be specific or concrete references
like maybe the sweater or the Mexican restaurant.
Mackey: Uh-huh (affirmative).
Nash: Or.
Mackey: Yeah.
Nash: Are there any of these that have a significance of special meaning to you in particular?
Mackey: Ummm, I mean yes, and no. So yeah, Abby wrote that text, and I didn’t know what the
title was. Until she emailed me the text. And I think, let me see if I can find it. This is what she
called it. One sec, Cause she emailed me the text. She didn’t like walks down the stairs and hand
it to me. She like, emailed it to me from the safety of upstairs.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: April 8th, 2018, She sent me the text. Let’s see if it changed. No, not a word changed.
So yeah, April 8th. And I started writing on June 2nd. So I was like, I don’t wanna deal with this.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: So I sat on here text, I mean, we discussed it and things. But, I had it for two months
before I really started setting it. And so, she sent it to me, and I don’t remember if this was in the
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program note or not, but definitely ask her about this because she will have, I will be, I would
love to know, from her perspective what this was like. Which is that she sent me the text and I
was like No, no, I’m not doing that. That, that, you didn’t make this easier. You just made this
harder. Because this text is super personal. Like these are all real things. Everything in this is me.
It’s not like, nothing just like, oh you know, maybe there was just a Mexican restaurant. No,
Sancho’s Bario Foods where I worked as a waiter for like 3 months until it went out of business.
And, my mother’s boyfriend at the time opened that restaurant and so I worked there when I was
like 15 at this Mexican restaurant. Anyways, so that was the Mexican restaurant. And there really
are like shabby apartments. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen this, but there is a picture I’ve put
on Facebook several times of the apartment where I grew up, you know, in Columbus, Ohio until
we eventually moved out of a, you know, like, a not good area. And I have a lot of memories of
that apartment. You know I remember, at the time it was hilarious in that, it was roach-infested.
Literally, roach-infested. I remember one time, my mother was cooking dinner, and I would have
been like 8 maybe, 7 or 8. And she’s cooking dinner, and there’s a roach like scurrying on the
counter and onto the range, and it's like running by where she’s cooking. She grabs, you know,
the roach spray and sprays it, and it just like explodes in flame because she has the gas burner on.
Both: Laugh.
Mackey: This is sort of amazing and hilarious, but at the same time, that’s how I grew up. That’s
so like, that’s, it was kinda funny then, but then I went through a phase where I don’t want to
think about how poor I was. You know, that’s not, cool. So like, that’s real. The yearbook photo,
the teal slashed sweater, that’s also on Facebook because at one point I put a picture of one of my
senior pictures on Facebook and there’s the teal slashed sweater. That’s the sweater. And, my
grandfather’s music store. And you know, Abby had seen the sign. With Harvey’s House of
Music, and how it’s in italics and she, you know, that’s why it’s.
Both: Italicized.
Mackey: And then she viewed it as Italicized rivers of music. Like, if you look at an atlas, and
like the name of the river, printed on the river in an atlas, is like usually in italics.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: And that’s why you know, she did that line. So I got all this and I’m like, I don’t know.
First of all, you know, I don’t know how you’d make this sound musical. And so, I don’t know
what I did with that. SO I pushed back on that. I know my yearbook photo, I graduated in 1991,
but this says 1992. She was like, well 1992 sets better as text. So, that part’s a lie.
Nash: Laughs.
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Mackey: It’s all right here because it sets better as poetry. I’m like, fine, whatever. Then the, you
know, stuff about Christmas. What’s interesting is all of this stuff, Abby is so incredible at
listening and just absorbing everything in a way that, so there are things here, there was not a
single thing here that she sat down with me and was like what do you want to talk about in the
piece? Not a thing. These are all memories that she knows that I have, meaning my mother
would have had them too. Only because over the course of our relationship we talked about this
stuff at some point in passing and she absorbed it and converted it into this poetry. But the thing
that freaked me out the most was Siamese Cats. I did not want to set that. I was like, that’s way
too personal, and it is also, I claimed you can’t set the words Siamese Cats. That just sounds
terrible to sing. I can’t make that. I can’t make that pretty. That’s awful. You need to change that.
And that was when we got in a big fight with at least one of us crying as I recall with her being
like, this is the text. This is real. If this is the text, this is going to be really powerful, because it’s
so personal. And if I write poetry that’s just like, I love you, I miss you, I can’t remember you
anymore, that is just generic and cliche.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: And you’ll write generic music. If I write something that is specific to you, but still
vague enough that people will be like, oh I had a Siamese cat, or, Oh I worked in a Mexican
restaurant too, or whatever. Then, you’ll write a better piece. Like, there was a, I’m trying to
figure out how much of this story I can tell you. I was, I was at a concert once, where a
conductor was premiering a piece that had been written for, I think, his late father. So there, there
is nothing at all wrong with that. What I didn’t like was that while the piece was performed, there
were slides of him and his father projected on the stage while the piece was happening. And
now, it’s not about loss, now, it’s about that dude conducting.
Nash: Right
Mackey: I was like, no, you just made this piece less good. You made it so personal I feel like
I’m voyeuring. I shouldn't even be in the room for this. What's happening right now. I was so
scared of that happening with this piece. Abby was like, no, you’re going to write a better piece
if this is the text, I’m not changing it. So I was like, please just change Siamese cats, because
everyone will know, at the time. We had the cat Loki, and Loki was very big on social media.
There were all these pictures of Loki, and he’s a Siamese cat. And, I had grown up with Siamese
cats, my whole life, with my mother. And she was like, no, it’s gotta be Siamese cats. So that
was the hardest thing of the whole piece to set, because of that. It’s the hardest part of the piece
for me, it just stabs me when I hear it live, and shortly after I wrote that, Loki died. And then it
really became like, oh god, it’s not just about my childhood cats, it’s about Loki, and it was just
like, devastating text for me and I really didn’t want to set it. And I claimed it was because it
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didn’t sit well or it was too personal, but I didn’t want to set it because it’s real and it hurts. So
that’s, that was just brutal to do. And I’m so grateful to her for being like, I don’t want to make
him sad and not backing down on it. She never considered even like, you know, alright it’ll be
easier if I do this. But that was the only thing I really didn’t want to do. And she was like, no, do
that. It was also an interesting thing when I was writing it. I didn’t, I wasn’t, writing it. Some of
the text, I don’t remember where exactly, was it italicized? Yea it’s the stuff, big letters for your
grandfather’s store, italicized rivers of music. When she read it to me, I was like, ohhh, that’s
what that sounds like. Like that’s what those words are telling me. It’s not big letters for your
grandfather’s store, italicized. Break. Rivers of Music. It’s
Both: Italicized Rivers of Music
Mackey: I was like Ohh and I somehow missed it because of how she had set it on the line. But
to hear her read it, helped tremendously when I then wrote it. Cause I was stuck on that part.
How do I make that part? And that’s been the case with several things we’ve worked on. If I hear
how she says it, I’m like, oh that’s how poetry works. Like, you don’t necessarily read it quite
the way it’s on the page. If you’re the poet there’s a way that it’s spoken that the rhythm and the
speed of it feel good.
Nash: So, we’ve hit the hour, do you mind if I ask one more question?
Mackey: Oh no, go ahead, if you wanna go another 15 minutes or whatever that’s fine.
Nash: Oh that would be fantastic. Thank you so much
Mackey: Of course, of course, Yeah.
Nash: Let’s see I’m trying to, oh so, you’re pretty well known for your use of the percussion
section and this piece still has wonderful percussion and I find your color use particularly in this
piece to be outstanding. Can you talk about what maybe influenced some of your decisions on
instrument choices? I know you talked about the triangles already.
Mackey: Yeah, I mean the triangles are essential to it. I figured out, and I use it in a lot of pieces,
and I wish I didn’t, but it just sounds so good. If you have a vibraphone with a motor on in
unison with another percussive type instrument that doesn’t have a motor it’s just such a, so you
get vibrato against no vibrato, so like harp and vibraphone, or piano and vibraphone, or even
marimba and vibraphone in unison. I just love hearing the pitch fluctuation in that. And it makes
it sound under-water to me if the motor is slow enough. There’s the like really like slow vibrato.
I just love how it sounds dreamy or, you know, submerged in water. So I thought that was the
right kinda sound for it. You know, with every piece I write, even if it doesn’t have percussion in
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it, I want them to have a bass drum in it. There’s nothing like a pianissimo just you know, no
front of sound, only depth, strike at just the right moment, that makes everything, ahhh to be able
to feel a bass drum strike like that. So I needed that in there. And I think I really only use metal
percussion in there, oh and there’s timpani, right? But it’s all, bass drum and timpani, and
vibraphone, glockenspiel, crotales, and a bunch of triangles.
Nash: Mhmm (affirmative).
Mackey: So it’s all metal, and that just makes it sound sparkly, And then the things you can do
with bowing vibraphone and crotales, which is something that I first heard in George Krum’s
music in undergrad and I’ve used it ever since. I think Krum bowed percussion first, and that just
always sounds amazing to me to do that. So when I think about what the piece needed to do that
was just the sound pallet that, one of the first things I decide to do when I write a piece is the
sound pallet. I think about what the colors are going to be. Before there are notes I think about
what the colors are. You know, I’m not one of those composers who writes the percussion after
the fact.
Nash: It’s part of the music.
Mackey: Right? Yea, it’s written to full score, like I wrote this orchestrated, and knew exactly
like what the vibraphone and everything would be doing in the piece. There’s just kinda
vibraphone throughout the piece, right? Piano, Harp, and vibes, and at the end, that’s all that is
playing right? At the very end, it’s piano, harp, vibraphone, and then the antiphonal clarinets
start echoing the soprano, but the end of the piece is basically just metal percussion. It ends with
just triangles and yea. I don’t know exactly where that comes from, but to me, it felt pretty
obvious. Maybe there is marimba. Is that marimba though? I’m surprised. Oh yeah, I remember
there is marimba. I don’t know if that’s the best idea. Oh, I think I just needed the notes. I
couldn’t get enough notes out of the vibraphone alone, so I added the marimba also.
Nash: Gotcha.
Mackey: But yeah.
Nash: You do this thing, in particular, it’s at measures 44 and 45, like coming into letter D.
Where you go from like a Bb half-diminished to a Bb 7.
Mackey: Let’s see, let me open my full score, What measure is it?
Nash: It’s the bar preceding letter D. Measure 44.
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Mackey: Ohh yeah. Oh so, That is, note-for-note, well not note-for-note exactly, I think that’s it
right. Yeah, so, Letter D Quote of Debussy Afternoon of a Faun.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: Exactly! And, the bar before is too. So, that’s how Debussy resolves it. So, the harmony
in 1 before D what some of the people are playing is Debussy. So that is how Debussy,
inexplicably, resolves that chord. That glissando, that’s why the harp is tuned that way. THat’s
because that’s how Debussy tuned it for Afternoon of a Faun. And so the idea there was, The
flutes are playing Syrinx.
Nash: Right.
Mackey: And I realized, if you have Syrinx you can resolve it to, Afternoon of a Faun, and the
idea there is that my mother, the piece she keeps trying to remember how it goes.
Nash: And she goes somewhere else with it.
Mackey: Yeah, she goes to the wrong Debussy piece at letter D. And I’m pretty sure that bar
before D is the bar before the horn moment in Afternoon of a Faun and I had just come out of
Syrinx. Yeah, so that’s how that resolution happened. I stole it.
Both: Laugh.
Nash: That’s really cool. I think that pretty well wraps up my questions.
Mackey: Great.
Nash: Thank you so so much. I really appreciate you taking the time out of your day to answer
some questions.
Mackey: Of course, I will be very curious to hear what Abby says.
Nash: As will I. Thank you again.
Mackey: Yeah, I really enjoyed it. It was great to talk to you and keep me posted. Again, If
anything comes up that you’re like oh, if I could see the early version of this section or if you
want or if you have any other questions about just like how it was written or whatever just let me
know and I’ll be happy to get back to you.
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Nash: Thank you again.
Mackey: Oh and yeah, definitely look at the first movement of that Elegy and Fantasy on my
website. Oh, that’s not even original. He wrote that like 30 years ago.
Nash: I will definitely check that out.
Mackey: Thanks so much.
Nash: Thank you.
Mackey: Take care.
Nash: You too, goodbye.
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Appendix B: Dr. Abby Jaques Interview March 12, 2021 by Jonathan Nash

Nash: Thank you so much for agreeing to do this. I just had a couple questions for you that I
wanted to ask pertaining to this piece and some general things with just the compositional things
that you help with. I know that you're already actively involved with all the titling of the pieces.
And you've provided text for several pieces. He mentions how, in this piece, in particular, that
your contributions to the form of the structure and the form of the piece are especially important.
Are you, in any other ways, involved in his compositional process?
Jaques: Well, I'm not a musician. So, things that I don't do include anything that would be
specifically about, you know, the notes or, you know, anything that would be like the, the, like
actual nuts and bolts of the composition. But often, when John's working on something, we'll
have conversations about what it might be like, or sometimes he'll play me something and say,
“Oh, I don't, I'm not sure what happens next”. And I'll say, “Well, it sounds to me sort of like
this, which would suggest that maybe this kind of thing could happen next”. So in terms of like,
you know, almost in narrative terms, like, you know, it sounds kind of sleepy, maybe it should
wake up.
Nash: That makes total sense.
Jaques: So, that kind of thing is the sort of general stuff that happens. And then of course, if it's
something, that on the bigger pieces, yeah, usually, like, we'll talk through what the idea of it
could be, and then the structure of it overall. And sometimes that starts with what the title would
be. And then we sort of build out based on the title, or sometimes it starts from just a concept for
the piece. And then we sort of, you know, get to a title later, but think about what might happen
and what it might be like, and all that kind of stuff. So, it's much more sort of what could happen,
or what could it be like in terms that aren't about the music part? Right?
Nash: That makes sense. That's fantastic. Um, so when he started, when he got the initial ask
from Gary Hill to write Places we can no longer go. He mentioned that he basically ignored the
first couple emails. And it's just like, I don't know, I can't, I can't do this. How, how long? And
like, how hard did you have to work on him? To really convince him to, to get him to compose
it?
Jaques: I mean, I don't tend to try to convince him to write something that he doesn't want to
write. Um, I don't exactly try to convince him. Sometimes I'll try to convince him that he can
write something if he's wondering if he can. But not even that, it's more that like, I'll sort of say,
Well, if you were going to do it, maybe it would be like this. And either he'll spark to that, or he
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doesn't, because I know, like, I don't ever want him to write something he doesn't want to write.
You know, I, like, you know, it's not about, oh, I have to talk him into something. It's more if I
can imagine it. But I feel like maybe he can't imagine it yet, then I can say, Well, here's what I
would imagine. And sometimes that'll be something like, Oh, yeah, I get that. And sometimes
it'll be like, Yeah, I don't know. I still don't know how to. I don't want to do that, or, you know,
like, so, you know, it's the stuff that I do for him is a lot of like, just sort of, like idea generation,
brainstorming kind of stuff. And you know, when you do that you have to kind of feel like ideas
are cheap. So that you can just be like, Look, you know, here are just some things, and you can't
get attached to things because, you know, it's like, it's supposed to be helpful to him. It's not like
for me, so I have to like, be doing it in the spirit of like, here's some stuff that might or might not
be useful. And so it's like that even in this case, you know, because it was so personal. You
know, the reason he was unsure about it was just because it's like, does he want to put something
that personal, you know, right out there? Does he feel like making it and like going through the
process of making it which, you know, would be more complicated because it's so personal and
then also I guess that's not like what he wants to make, you know? So I was sort of just like, you
know, saying, you know, like, I get it. But that's fine. But I was like, if you did, maybe it, you
know, could be like this or, you know, like, maybe you'd be glad later that you had done it. You
know, I was like, Well, you know, what do you think like, so I just sort of helped him talk and
think it through, it wasn't so much a convincing thing. Because if he hadn't, if he had been like,
yeah, I don't want to I would have been like, that's fine, I get it.
Nash: He mentioned to me that there was a specific moment, or you were like, the personal
nature of this, and how personally challenging this is, is going to give it the opportunity to be
really special. And that seemed to be the real turning point for him. He also mentioned when you
gave him the text, that he initially was like, “No, this is way too personal”. And he actually told
me to ask you, during that moment of pushback, what was your reaction to his reaction to the
text?
Jaques: Um, so yeah, so just to back up to the last thing he said, because it will matter for this.
Um, so that, you know, this thought about, like, you know, the fact that it's so personal, could
make it special was I thought for him to sort of experience what it was like to be that personal,
you know, like, it's a kind of vulnerability, but it also means there can be certain kinds of
connection, I thought it might be valuable for him. And I also, we'd also talked about that, you
know, could potentially be valuable for other people, because a lot of people have gone through
similar things. And so, you know, one of the great things that music can do is help people feel
these kinds of connections, and, you know, art in general. That's one of the great things art can
do. So, that's one of the things we talked about being really potentially special. So, on his end
and for audiences and stuff, and so in that moment, when I gave him the text, and his reaction
was, there were sort of two things that I was feeling. One was just that it was sort of, like, Oh,
this got real, like, you know, a certain way, like, this is what it means if he's doing something
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personal. And then, very often, like, we sort of, worry about doing something and then we are
like, okay, I can do it, and then it gets real. I'm like, Oh, wait, what really? You know, so it
wasn't, like, totally unexpected. But also, I felt very strongly that the piece needed to be specific.
In order to work. If I mean, I joke with him occasionally, I'm like, if the text had been like, you
know, wow, there are things I can't remember anymore. I wish I could, you know, like, really
general, it wouldn't make contact with anything. Um, you know, platitudes, and, you know,
general statements like that it's just empty. And so there's a weird thing where the more specific
things are, very often, the more universal they are. So if this was going to be something that first
really made contact for him and did the things that, you know, we had said, I thought it might be
special for him to do it, that stuff was going to need it to make contact with his actual experience.
And for it to like, reach outward to other people. It needed to be real and grounded in specificity,
because that's what makes it not feel like this empty stuff. There's just a, there's just a weird way
that the more real and specific you are, the more it feels like it's capturing the universal
experience.
Nash: People can tie into that Mexican restaurant and other things that could spark memories of
their own.
Jaques: Exactly. They don't have to, you know, have it be a Mexican restaurant or a Siamese cat
for them to be like, right? This is the texture and it just attaches to their own specific things.
Exactly.
Nash: That makes all the sense in the world. So he also said when you gave him that text, the
version he got, and the version that he used were the same. Did you have any version one version
2.1? Or was this? Did you have any rewrites throughout it?
Jaques: When I'm writing poetry, for this kind of stuff, I don't do a lot of here's a draft. And then
here's a new draft, I'll sometimes start out with some, like versions of things and be like, oh,
would it be like this? Or would it be like that, you know, or I'll have, like, extra lines in there just
be like, you know, it could be something like, you know, that would have so many like, specific
bits of his life, you know, there's like, other things that were like, oh, it could be other things, you
know, that I know about that were specific with his memories of his mom and stuff. But I don't, I
don't tend to do like rounds of it. Because I do a lot of editing. As I'm writing. The writing and
editing aren't that distinct, I'm writing other kinds of stuff. It's more like there's a draft and then
writing. And, but this it's more sort of just playing with it as I make it. So it's not like rounds.
Yeah. Okay.
Nash: That makes sense. So, personally, I think it's super interesting with the research nature of
what you do. And then the poetry that You have, from my personal experience, I started off as a
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mechanical engineering major in undergrad, and then switched to music. So that kind of
resonates with me
Jaques: Yeah, nice. I love engineers.
Nash: What influences or inspiration do you draw on for your poetry and in your writing?
Jaques: It tends to vary a lot, I have always been somebody who is sort of broadly curious, I read
really widely. As an undergraduate, I studied the history of art. I was always like a bookish kid.
And then, you know, I became a philosopher. And that's a whole, that's a discipline that by its
nature is very sort of wide ranging. And, I've always thought a lot about, you know, things we
make and stuff like that. So I've just always been a sort of person who's like, broadly curious.
And so when it comes time to, like, work on things that might end up being, you know, text for
something John's doing, say, um, I rarely have written them ahead of time, usually what happens
is, we will talk about what a piece might be. And then when we sort of settle on something
seeming like a cool idea, then I write the text. So I keep, like, a big document with like, ideas,
just like title ideas, or piece concept ideas, that kind of stuff that, like we talked about, whether
I'm going to write text or not. And so very often, if it's going to be something that I will be
writing something for, then we will just go through that and talk about what the piece might be.
And then, you know, I'll be like, well, it could be like this, or it could be one of these, or, you
know, maybe something new but, you know, we sort of start talking through what the piece
might be. And then I built it around that because it's something that like, the, because it's so you
know, intimate for him to, I don't want it to just be like, oh, you know, here's an idea. I made this
thing I'm hearing. Like, it is more collaborative in that way.
Nash: He mentioned that and one of my favorite quotes that I got from the conversation I had
with him was that you suggested that he use the form of the music as basically his emotional
armor so that he could basically stomach writing some of the the sections of the piece that he was
going to have to write when he was composing them. What was it like from a spousal point of
view, to see someone you deeply care about diving into something like that?
Jaques: Sometimes it was really hard, you know, because it's a big piece, it takes a long time to
write. And so he had to spend you know, quite a bit of time with this material and with this
experience, and with these ideas, and um, you know, sometimes it was really emotionally
draining for him. And, you know, so of course, it's, it's hard to see that and there's not, you know,
so much that I can do I can't, you know, like, make the process go faster. I think so, it's, you
know, um, it's, you know, I always hoped that he would feel like it was worth it in the end. And
so like, I know that, you know, as it has been performed, and, you know, this one, when it gets
performed, He always gets so many people who, you know, come up to him afterwards and talk
about members of their own family and the way this resonated with their own experience. And,
82

you know, it's really powerful to feel like, you know, you made something that is meaningful to
people. I mean, you know, he makes a lot of stuff that's meaningful in different ways that, you
know, sometimes it's just really fun, or, you know, all these things. But, you know, there's
something really...
Nash: There's a connection there with people
Jaques: Yeah. When you make contact with stuff that's really deep, powerful emotions, and
people, not just like, this was fun, or something like that. It's a different kind of thing. And so I
hoped that, you know, he would feel like, eventually it would, you know, be worth it. And yeah,
I did, you know, I did say to him, I think that when you're working on something that's sort of,
you know, sort of raw like that, that sometimes the fact that you're not just like sitting with it,
and trying to dwell on your own feelings, but trying to, you know, take that, I mean, as much as I
was, like, grounded in specificity, and you are, you know, abstracting from it a little bit, because
you're converting it into music, or whatever. And so, to use that distance as, as a way of, you
know, yeah, I said, the armor, I think at the time, you can also think of it as like insulation, you
know, if you have like a vacuum mold, right now, coffee mug, or, like, just that air gap, of, of
turning it into art is something that I was like, you know, just start to be like, well, just what
would the notes do? Like, or, you know, setting it aside a little bit, just because otherwise, it's
very hard not to be tangled up sometimes in the emotional part of it. And that's, I think the
hardest thing about making stuff that is grounded in real emotion and experience and stuff is that
you have to be willing to willing, you know, to make contact with these things. But you also
can't get so overwhelmed with that, that you lose contact with your craft.
Nash: He mentioned the conversation he had had with Michael Collgrass about the exact thing
that you just said. So I think I only have one more question for you. You've answered so many of
my questions along the way. One of the comments that I've heard him mention several times and
in multiple interactions I've had with him over the past several years, as he often calls you, his
muse. Do you ever think that sometimes he provides inspiration to you and your work? I mean,
your writing in itself is outstanding, as well.
Jaques: Thank you. Um, yeah, that's an interesting question. So we don't work the same way in
reverse. Um, but I do. I do think that it's, you know, there's a way in which, just having another
brain that's like, attune to you enough that, you know, like that we can collaborate the way that
we collaborate, you know, and stuff. But isn't your own brain is really helpful. So, yeah, I
definitely, you know, feel like when I say something that I'm even when it's really emotional, I
don't even have to say like, oh, I'm working on something about this, because I often just like,
I'm just kind of playing with ideas that I don't know what they're going to turn into yet. And if I
say them out loud, you know, things sound different to you when you say them out loud, right?
And then, I sort of see like, what questions he asks or what he so like, the way that his brain
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engages with things I'm thinking about is really helpful to me as a way of sort of organizing my
own thoughts and figuring out what strands are ones that aren't just me. No, so it's definitely like
it works a little differently. But yeah, I think he's, he's very important to my work.
Nash: Wow, that's fantastic. Thank you so so much for agreeing to do this and giving up your
time to help with this.
Jaques: You're very welcome. You have any other questions or something, just shoot me an
email and good luck with your paper.
Nash: Thank you. I'm hoping to have it submitted Monday afternoon is the goal. So I'm really,
really close to being done.
Jaques: You're in the homestretch. Well, and you know, thanks for engaging with the work. You
know, it's really special when people, you know, take a big project like this and say, yeah, I want
to think about you know, that piece for this. So it's, it's an honor to have you have chosen this
work.
Nash: Thanks so much!
Jaques: You’re welcome, Bye bye
Nash: Goodbye
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Appendix C: Lindsay Kesselman Interview- March 8, 2021 by Jonathan Nash

Nash: Okay so, um, I have just a question or two of just like general stuff pertaining to his works.
I know you've performed Places we can no longer go and you've also done Songs from the End
of the World. What can you say about his writing for voice in general, what are some general
challenges you noticed with his works, and what are some things that you really like about his
music?
Kesselman: Oh gosh. Well I think he does a beautiful job of writing for the voice, you know I
find him so easy and wonderful to collaborate with, and I think he has an unbelievably natural
ability to set text and to think about the issues involved, it's amazing. He really, before Songs
from the End of the World, he really had not written much vocal music at all, and I think he told
me that he had written a couple songs for an ex-girlfriend in college or something and he said
that was it. That was really a wow moment. So, I know it was a, it was a new challenge, but he
actually sent me a text recently saying that he had found an email from his mom from a long
time ago telling him that she really thought he should write more for the voice, and I wrote back
and said, “Oh my gosh, it was prescient she knew”. And you know, actually, I mean it's similarly
true for Abby. She's an incredible poet and an author but had really not written texts to be set to
music before and the fact that Songs from the End of the World was such an extraordinary piece
of art right out of the gate and really needed very few adjustments to the vocal line to make it
easy and organic and singable was pretty remarkable. So I think it speaks to the fact that he
should write more. I'm pestering him to do more.
Nash: I agree. For what it's worth, I think he should do more of it as well.
Kesselman: You know, there's always little things to learn in terms of just how to help the
musical line that you write reflect the natural rhythm of the text. So in Songs from the End of the
World, we made a few little adjustments to things like that like shortening pickup notes that were
on unaccented syllables of words for example, just a lot of just giving it a lighter, faster pickup to
then get to the meat of the word, but, I mean really very, very few and then he took all of that
newfound knowledge and applied it immediately to Places we can no longer go so I'm just a
very lucky performer to work with a composer like him. He's just fantastic and I think I'm
especially so excited about these two pieces because I think he's just challenged himself in new
ways from an emotional depth perspective. Absolutely. He has that in him. He is such a multilayered, interesting, thoughtful, philosophical, profound guy. And I think for a while people just
kind of knew his crash bang rock music which is also awesome, right, fun and just, you get to
just rock out and bang trash can lids, you know, but I think there's all this other stuff that now
people are getting to know and him from a vulnerability perspective from a sensitivity
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perspective. That is just as much a part of who he is. And it's just so exciting to see him
challenge himself in those ways and take risks he doesn't have to. He's completely successful
enough on his own without taking himself in new directions but the fact that he has used these
pieces as an opportunity to deepen and broaden his scope is really inspiring and all of us who
have done it and all the students have been in these parts of these performances have been the
lucky beneficiaries of that risk taking.
Nash: Absolutely. So, when I was talking to him on Friday, he mentioned that the very beginning
steps of this piece, one of his conditions for doing this was that you would be involved with it.
Were you involved in that early process of this piece and can you describe that.
Kesselman: Yeah, I was. I am so grateful to him that he felt that way and we we just had such a
great time with the songs and he, you know, was asked to write this big piece for Arizona state
for CBDNA and he asked if I would want to be included in it and Gary Hill, really deserves the
credit for getting him and saying John you’ve got to write a piece about your mom and I think
he, his initial response was absolutely not. No. But I'm so glad that he changed his mind and I
know it was a tough piece to get through, just the writing process because it's so intensely
personal and emotional but, um, and I remember a step along the journey where he said I've
written the second half, and I don't know how I'm going to write a first half that is going to live
up to it. I don't know, I hope I can do this. It really kind of wrung every last drop of energy and
inspiration and, and, and just emotion out of him to write it, and you can tell it's such.
Nash: Absolutely.
Kesselman: Even on first hearing, you know, it really accesses people, and I love that about it.
So yeah, I'm really grateful and I, I was part of the processes, he was writing and he would send
me things to look at and then you know as soon as I got the full score I just dove in and was full
of questions and for a while he really didn't even want to talk to me about his mom. He was, it
was too close. And he said, I just want you to do your own thing with the piece and maybe at a
point in the future and so as, as the time went on, and as more time elapsed after he finished
writing the piece, it got much more possible for us to talk more specifically about his mom. And
Abby was also really helpful in that way too. But I tried to think about it from a place of
universality, you know, there are certain things in the text that really are specific to his mom but
the reason this piece resonates so deeply is because it speaks to everyone, right, experienced with
loss of any kind.
Nash: Yeah, I totally agree with that it's super relatable for people and understanding that. Um,
so in the premiere of this piece, I know there were some real challenges basically being on
opposite ends of the, you know, the country trying to rehearse this space. And I know you had to
use some, some special software in order to make this happen. Can you talk about maybe some
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of the challenges of the collaboration effort of putting this piece together while rehearsing on
different ends of the country.
Kesselman: Well you know that was actually a luxury I mean so often in the world of premiering
new pieces you just show up and you have a rehearsal and maybe two if you're lucky and then
you you bring it to life and so it was actually wonderful that and use that system to rehearse in
advance and just give ourselves that time as part of the collaboration to dip a toe in the water,
and I had fun with that program before as some with many of the students before and so that was
helpful and I had done with Gary before and so I knew him well and that was wonderful too. But
it was great to be able to do that midway through the learning process as opposed to just
cramming it all in that week of CBDNA, which is such an intense time for everyone. Anyway,
and but then when we got there, you know, the piece changed pretty dramatically too because we
added staging and we decided I was gonna start out in the hall and we decided I was going to
leave the stage for a while and then come back and we really made it into a performance and into
a production and into a journey for the character, because it just, sometimes you don't know until
you until you put it together with all the live humans in one room how it's gonna feel, and it was
so clear the emotional journey of this character and especially, starting with the text fragments at
the beginning and then transitioning to real words we needed to make it really clear for the
audience that. Now these are real words and you should be paying attention and you should be
trying to understand where before it was just the character really struggling to communicate and
be understood and Kevin Noe was instrumental in designing that staging as well. It was really
really valuable. He just happened to be there and it was nice that he was able to look at it and
say, “Yep. This is how, you know, we need to work this situation to just make it really really
clear for the audience what's happening”. And then of course it just, it's so great when you do
something like that it's CBDNA everyone's like, oh, this is just how the piece is done, right? the
staging is part of it every time and it should be, it adds a lot, I think.
Nash: So, um, one of the things that I didn't get a chance to talk with him about was the actual
staging of this piece, and I had heard through folks that Kevin Noe was really involved in that.
So is there like literal written out stage directions for the soloist or is it just something that y'all
communicated and developed?

Kesselman: Yeah, we just developed it. It's not written out, and the basic idea is just that I start
out in the house somewhere and I'm a disembodied voice. We don't turn the microphone on for
that whole first section of the piece, because I'm high enough in my range we don't need it and
because I'm not singing full complete words, there's not an intelligibility problem. And then, I
like that when I get down to the stage close to the ensemble and that happens at a specific
moment, then it's clear we turn the mic on and it's like yes you should be understanding some
real words now. But no, and honestly, some of it is made up every time. There are certain things
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that are consistent every performance. I read, I exit the same places, I re-enter the same place.
But it depends on the hall, you know, and it depends on the size of the hall. It depends on the
doors and what the capabilities are. And we just, I like the fact that it can be it can be distinctive
to each place that it goes.
Nash: Gotcha. That makes sense. So, with the soloist moving about the hall. What are some
things that conductors, as they're doing this piece, really need to be aware of from a vocalist
standpoint?
Kesselman: Well, I'm just changing locations.
Nash: No problem at all.
Kesselman: I've been teaching zoom classes a lot this afternoon. I can't keep up. Um, I think, you
know, it's really my job because I'm moving around the stage. It's my job to make sure that I can
see the conductor well enough and I think I don't, I don't want conductors to be worrying about
that. You know, there have been times when I've said can you just, especially in the first section
you know they need to make sure that their gesture is big enough and broad enough to see where
the basic needs are. So that's kind of a, you know, just a nitpicky thing to say, but otherwise I've
been so lucky with the conductor's that I've done the piece with so far. Everyone has been so
open and flexible and excited to just let it be an organic thing and I always check with them and
see how comfortable they're going to be if I'm moving around the stage and if I'll be distracting
them, you know, but everyone has just been great about it, and I think has understood that it's
just so in service of the storytelling and the character in the piece. So I think the only other thing
that I would say about it is that the sound enhancement is really an important thing. You know,
in a bar fight between a soprano in a band, the soprano will always lose, right. And I think it's
why, you know, only now is there starting to be some more repertoire for this, but it's really,
really important not even just for volume but for intelligibility. We're always trying to find ways
in every school, in every environment to make sure that the audience really has access to the text,
if that's printed in the program if that's projected on a screen, and that the sound reinforcement is
good enough that the clarity really comes through, because you just don't want them to miss a
word, right? Poetry.
Nash: That makes total sense. So, with the involvement of amplification and all. Could you
maybe provide some insight for Jane Doe vocalist who normally doesn't get to work with
amplification? So if we were writing a guide to people who are going to be performing this that
have not really worked amplification, would you have any tips for this piece in particular on how
you said like the the opening section, for example, is sans amplification, do you have any?
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Kesselman: Really, I mean, I think, you know, it's my preference in this piece but in all cases in
which I use amplification to have some kind of wireless head mic, because I want to be able to
move and I don't want to be thinking about it. Right. Often you know there are mic techniques
that are used when you're holding a handheld and when you're, you know, trying to prevent
feedback and you're really more in charge of that. But I think in this piece, it's, it's important to
just trust your sound guys in the hall and to make sure ahead of time that there is a wireless mic
that can be attached to the soloist and move throughout the hall with her. So that she's really
doesn't have to focus so much on that and there are, you know, every system is a little different
and sometimes softening really hard consonants isn't necessary, making things a little bit more
liquid and, a little less percussive but then there are other places where you really need that to cut
through, especially if the band is at full volume. So I think just having enough time in the hall
with the amplification and the others oh that the other thing I would say is as much as possible if
people can handle the sound amplification reinforcement in place for the whole rehearsal process
when the soloist is there that's really important. The band plays so differently when they can hear
me and when they can, they're really involved in the storytelling with me. And as soon as that
becomes possible, we really get on the same page and can be delivering the story together. And
when they can't hear me they're just not as part of that process and I love watching that moment
when the band can hear me for the first time and they've been working so hard for weeks on their
own, and then come together
Nash: It’s like it comes to life all of a sudden.
Kesselman: Yeah it is. It is a thing I love. I actually love singing both acoustically and with
amplification and I think it just really depends on the piece and the style and what you want to do
but I like the fact that for a piece like this, the amplification gives me the option of using more
colors, more subtlety, more, more vulnerability. More intimacy with the audience than I would
be able to do without it, and those are all reasons that make it really really worth it. And that is
more often the reason why I would choose amplification in a concert than volume. I think people
often think it's just about volume but for me it's about clarity and it's about variety of color that I
can use with it.
Nash: That makes total sense.The nuances are super important.
Kesselman: Yeah, exactly. All of it and it's everywhere in the orchestration, I mean John Mackey
is a master. You know, people should teach classes just on orchestration through his music. It's
so spectacular. And I want to be able to engage in that world, also.
Nash: Would you be comfortable assigning a Fach to this, this piece for folks who are looking to
perform it down the road?
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Kesselman: I'm one of those singers who doesn't like Fachs and being a new music singer is, I
don't, you don't have to fit in that box. I mean it has to be, you know, it has to be basically a lyric
soprano, it's not that the voice part that is required is that distinctive to be honest with you. It's
more that it just is going to be an individual fit with a person or not and I think that's true of so
many pieces and I think we get into trouble when we think, oh it's for Sopranos or any soprano
because we are, we're so unique and weird in our own way. And so I think you mostly have to
find that the actress, and the personality, and the person whose voice does these particular things
with ease, is to be someone who is comfortable with subtle soft dynamics up high for extended
periods of time and it needs to be someone who can sell the story.
Nash: So, you've done this piece several times now. How has the role of the performance
changed for you over time and doing this piece, multiple times?
Kesselman: That's a good question. You know it's such a luxury to get to do a piece like this that
I love so much so many times. I find new things all the time and I find new relationships with
solo instruments that are speaking to me in new ways that I hadn't been focusing on in the same
way before. But I actually think one of the biggest shifts has been in my understanding of the
story and the journey of the character. There's so much in this piece that. That is so powerfully
sad, I mean you, you are identifying with this person going through this enormous transition in
their life and you can feel and you can hear in the music moments of desperation moments of
anger moments of depression moments of disbelief happening, that is also clear and I think I was
very focused on those parts of it for a long time. And then I all of a sudden realized, and I think
it's honestly partially because I'm a mom and I have an almost six year old son, and I started
thinking about it more from that perspective, like, yes there is incredible tragedy in the story and
what's happening to her is deeply unfair and and heart wrenching, but she's talking to her son. So
I think I uncovered whole other layers, especially in the text portion, and especially in the final
sections and the way the piece ends, that it just became so clear to me. Right. She is upset about
what's happening to her, but she knows that these are her last conscious words to her son. So it's
no longer about her in a certain way it's about what do I want to leave with him, and what do I
want him to know. So I have found over time so much more comfort and love, and generosity,
especially in the end, because I just imagine her looking at her son and just wanting to impart to
him “It's okay, you know, right, we have the thing that matters. I may not remember all the
details and it's going to get worse but I, I just want you to feel this overwhelming love from me
and that's what I want you to remember”. So, I just, I think that's really deep into the whole
experience of the piece for me is recognizing that any parent in that position would be thinking
that way. Okay, my story's ending, but his isn't right.
Nash: You know, you have answered, so many of my questions and tacking them on to other
things. I think you may have covered all the questions that I had pertaining to this.
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Kesselman: So can I ask you a couple, please.
Nash: Absolutely, please do
Kesselman: So tell me more about you and why you've chosen to write your dissertation on this
piece.

Nash: Um, so I am from a little town Paris, Tennessee. And I taught high school band in Western
Kentucky for several years and then came back to do my doctorate, and I chose this piece. Long
story short, my first choice was to do Florence Price’s Symphony and the Florence Price society
turned down my copyright permission. And then I thought, ah this piece came out, why didn't I
just pick this one first. And I was going through at this point in time when when the premiere
came out my mother had just been diagnosed with cancer. So, not necessarily the same thing, but
I was, we were going through the chemo and thankfully she's doing well now, but a lot of the
feelings when this piece came out I could really relate with. So this piece really resonated with
me and that's really what led me to do it.
Kesselman: And I share that from people everywhere I go, they're taught they're thinking about
either a grandparent who has suffered from Alzheimer's specifically or just loss of different kinds
in their lives it speaks so powerfully to that feeling of seeing someone change in front of your
eyes so that makes total sense. Well, this is a very personal journey for you too then, yeah.
Nash: This piece is just special is the only way to put it. It's, it's just a really special piece.
Kesselman: I just keep telling John that it's made such a powerful difference in people's lives. It's
an incredible thing to witness. When there's a new piece of music you just never know. People
get really attached to it, or not. But this one, I mean I think Gary and I also, we loved the process
leading up to that premiere because we knew we just kept texting each other. And I told John I
was like, we're just, we feel like we have the world's best secret, and we're about to just unleash
it, you know, and people are going to get it right away and they did, and they said they just felt
how special it was right away and people continue to and that is such a gift to all of us. Well you
get to talk to Abby about the text too Yes?
Nash: I'm really looking forward to that. I'm speaking with her on Friday. And he gave me a
bunch of questions that he wanted answers to from her too so.
Kesselman: They are great collaborators, man. They are both brilliant people and artists and
thinkers.
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Nash: Absolutely.
Kesselman: I hope You get a chance to conduct this. Dissertations on certain pieces you know I
hope you can kind of bring it to fruition and life for yourself so that you can enjoy it, you know.
Benefits of participating.
Nash: I hope I have an opportunity to do that down the road.
Kesselman: Where are you in your DMA?
Nash: I'm at University of Memphis and, and I'm hoping actually to have this turned in about this
time next week. This is the last couple touches coming up right now. I can start to see the light
now.
Kesselman: What's the shape of the document, I mean do you do in depth analysis?
Nash: So chapter one, is a lot of biographical information on him. When Jonathan Sweet did his
paper on the Wine Dark-Sea, he left off in 2017-ish biographically. So picking up from 2017 to
now. And then, Chapter Two is the origin of the piece, all the story behind it, all the premiere
details, all that fun stuff, and then chapter three is an in depth analysis and performance
suggestions and so on so forth.
Kesselman: Nice. You know that I was interviewed by somebody else who did their dissertation
on Songs from the End of the World and a lot of the same questions came up about like, you
know, what kind of singer should sing this piece and I just I really just want to put out there that I
feel like, for every piece. You've just got to pick the person that you feel has the right synergy
with it
Nash: Makes total sense.
Kesselman: No matter what it is find those people in your community you know and you make it
happen it's just, I don't think any of us are right for everything, right. Certainly not. You know,
I'm not the right fit for all kinds of pieces or composers and it's just wonderful to find the pieces
that you feel great connection to, and this one will live in me forever and so I'm really sad about
the performances of it that were canceled last spring and I'm hoping that those will come back
online for next season or the ones beyond.
Nash: Hope so.
Kesselman: I was not tired of it.
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Nash: I'm sure it will be performed many times going forward. Well, thank you so so much for
giving your time for this. I really appreciate it. It's been super informative and super helpful.
Kesselman: You're welcome. It's so nice to meet you.
Nash: It’s nice to meet you as well.
Kesselman: Bye bye.
Nash: Goodbye.
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